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Introduction: Bridging 
the Gaps and Enhancing 
Synergies across Borders

Ronald Meinardus and Dimitrios Triantaphyllou

In an international order dominated by hostility, distrust and negative ste-

reotypes, dialogues across borders are a positive response.  The conflict 

between Greece and Turkey is considered one of the most complex and also 
dangerous conflicts in Europe – and possibly beyond. For decades and longer 

the bilateral strife has repeatedly led insecurity as well as periodic violence 

and war. Also, in this part of the world, the past weighs heavily on the present. 

What happened long ago determines what happens today and may stand in the 

way of a peaceful future, or even in imagining one. 

Conflicts bedevil the bilateral relationship on multiple fronts. As in other 

cross-border rivalries, also here we witness a dynamic development. What 

used to be on the top the agenda has fallen back (without going away com-

pletely). Meanwhile new contentious issues have emerged. 

The most recent example is the rift in and around the Eastern Mediterra-

nean Sea that led the two neighbors to the brink of war in 2020.  Once again 

it has become evident that the Greek-Turkish strife goes beyond being a bilat-

eral feud between Athens and Ankara. Throughout, third-party involvement 

has been a dominant feature of this conflict. where one is member state since 

1981 while the other is negotiating its accession since 2004. Of a more recent 

nature is the European involvement. The European Union has become a key 
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player in the region, where one is member state since 1981 while the other is 

negotiating its accession since 2004, joining other global actors who claim a 

role as mediators and wrestle for influence in a strategically neuralgic zone. 

Historically, phases of tension and enmity have alternated with periods 

of détente and rudiments of peaceful coexistence. In the collective memories 
of the peoples on both sides of the Aegean, the positive phases, unfortunately, 

play a lesser role than the episodes of hostility. On both sides of the divide, 

political forces benefit from an atmosphere of tension. Therefore, they are 

hardly inclined to become champions of amicable solutions. Opposing these 

forces have stood and continue to stand part of the civil societies both in 

Greece and in Turkey. They may be termed the core of an amorphous peace 

movement that has seen ups and downs in line with the political and diplo-

matic process. Over the years, these groups and individuals have organized 

myriad activities and campaigns. While not in the limelight, and against all 

the odds, they continue to strive for sustainable rapprochement - and very 

basically Greek-Turkish friendship. This brings us to the authors (as well as 

the editors) of this book. In the broader sense of the term, they belong to the 

latter category.

The Center for International and European Studies (CIES) at Kadir Has 

University in Istanbul and the Turkey Office of the Friedrich Naumann Foun-

dation for Freedom (FNF) look back at many years of successful projects 

aimed at bringing Greeks and Turks together. Over the years, the two partner 

institutions have provided spaces for participants from both countries to talk 

and design solutions for a more peaceful future. In their eyes, every one of 

these activities may be termed a confidence building measure. Over the years, 

the two institutions and the individuals that lead them have co-organized myr-

iad such dialogues in both countries which have contributed to the participants 

acquiring a better understanding of the “other” and the challenges ahead.

Naturally, since only about 10 workshops and seminars with over 200 

participants have been held, they could be deemed to have only a limited 

impact. Nevertheless, we believe in the multiplying impact of our work as we 

have helped establish a network of like-minded individuals many of whom 
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have moved up in their professional careers and are bound to become influ-

encers in their respective societies – or have already attained this position of 

privilege. 

People to people meetings rely to a great extent on direct interaction, a 
face-to-face encounter at a physical venue. Or so we thought, until our expe-

riences in times of the COVID 19 pandemic inspired us to adapt to Zoom ses-

sions. This experience taught us that we can also achieve great results working 
together from a distance using the Internet. From this vantage point, the awful 

pandemic has also been a time of creativity, innovation, and high productivity. 

Not at least in our efforts to bring young Turks and Greeks together and to 

bridge gaps that exist. In fact, the Zoom sessions allowed for the participation 
of several young Greeks and Turks living, studying, and working outside their 

respective countries that would not have attended the in-person sessions.

So how did this happen? Just one example that brings us straight back 
to the origin of this book. In one of our virtual workshops, we asked mixed 
working groups, in an exercise titled “focus group workshop” designed and 
led by an expert facilitator, to design proposals for joint Greek-Turkish proj-
ects. In lengthy sessions, participants would grapple with the details and, ulti-

mately, come up with quite remarkable blueprints. For all of us, these sessions 

have been special moments and experiences of understanding and learning. 

It is in the nature of this framework that the results of the intellectual ef-

forts would remain within a small circle of participants only and hardly, if at 

all, reach a wider audience outside apart from the project’s institutional stake-

holders (partner and funding organizations).  Against this background, we 

came up with the idea to do this book. First, we formulated a call for propos-

als. Very much like the earlier exercise in the closed virtual spaces, we now 
invited young Turkish and Greek scholars, analysts, journalists, and others to 

develop and write a research or policy paper. This would have to deal with 

an area of common ground and cooperation between the two countries. Apart 

from the quality, the originality, the relevance, and policy recommendations 

as selection criteria, it was clear from the outset that successful proposals 

would be submitted jointly by individuals from both countries. 
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The call for proposals was meant to jumpstart a series of Greek-Turkish 

cooperative efforts in our network and beyond producing a big number of 

fascinating proposals – and thus exactly what we had hoped for. It has been 
a challenge to select from the entries the best paper proposals that would be 

granted a small fellowship and, in the end, be featured in this edited volume. 

The jury (composed of representatives of Kadir Has University, the Panteion 

University of Athens, and the Friedrich Naumann Foundation for Freedom) 

was also guided by a desire to feature as broad a thematic spectrum as possi-

ble covering politics, the economy, the role of the media and culture and, of 

course, the contributions of civil society. 

For the editors, it has been a fascinating journey to read the papers. We 

hope you may be equally attracted by the contributions of our young writers. 

The literature on Greek-Turkish topics is vast. A preference for works cov-

ering the hostile dimensions of this relationship is obvious. Texts focusing 
on cooperation and the less combative aspects of the relationship are not as 

numerous. Our book belongs to the latter category. 

As is standard practice with research or policy papers, we asked the au-

thors to conclude their chapters with policy recommendations. As a result, 

you will find in the following pages some highly creative and innovative, al-

beit diverse, suggestions. We believe these should be of interest for everyone 

involved in Greek-Turkish affairs. 

A quick overview of the nine contributions demonstrates the wealth of 

the topics and their recommendations. The chapter by Ioannis Choulis, Se-

lin Siviş, and Marius Mehrl on “Avoiding Disaster in The Aegean: Devel-
oping a Latent Tension Index for Greek-Turkish Relations” presents a novel 
framework or index which is meant to serve as a neutral early-warning system 
for stakeholders from both Greece and Turkey. The objective is to facilitate 

trust-building and to enhance cooperation between the two countries. 

In their chapter on “The New Governance System for Asylum and Mi-

gration in the European Union: An Avenue for Cooperation between Turkey 
and Greece?”, Bezen Balamir Coşkun and Effie Charalampaki stress the need 
for multidimensional and multilevel governance approaches in the manage-
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ment of the EU’s migration and asylum complex. They present an evolution-

ary policy framework that allows for a “shared adaptive space” between the 

two countries to address these issues and minimize tensions.

In their contribution on “The Migration Crisis at the Evros/Meriç Bor-

der: An Analysis of the Coverage of Greek and Turkish News Portals”, Ioanna 
M. Kostopoulou and Alaaddin Paksoy analyze how Greek and Turkish media 

portals reported on the crisis at the Greek-Turkish land border as it evolved 

in February and March 2020. They created a codebook to assess the media’s 

response and derived some general conclusions about how the press in each 

country portrayed the crisis where “political atmosphere and the discourse 

used by politicians” prevailed.

For Yvoni Efstathiou and Polen Türkmen writing “The Missing 50%: 
Women in Trust-Building, Conflict Prevention, Management and Resolution 

in Greece-Turkey Relations”, the focus is on imbalance of the of the gender 

dimension within the bilateral context. They show that the evident absence 
of women from both countries in official relations does not help enhance 

trust-building, as opposed to their active involvement in several civil society 

initiatives. Hence, the authors provide concrete recommendations on how to 

better include women in aspects of conflict prevention, management, and res-

olution.

In “Claiming the Glory of the Covid-19 Vaccine: Lessons for Better So-

cieties Learnt by a Success Story Nearly Lost in Translation”, Mary Drosop-

ulos and Jegar Telal Tayip explore how the background human story behind 
the BioNTech-Pfizer anti-Covid-19 vaccine Turkey and Greece worked to-

gether to develop and produce the vaccine. While the media in Greece and 

Turkey have only highlighted the contributions of the individuals involved 

from their respective countries. The authors focus on the social-cultural level 

to demonstrate how, under the proper conditions, scientists and individuals 

from different ethnic and cultural backgrounds, can thrive together by serving 

science and humanity.

For Nur Sinem Kourou, Müge Dalkıran and Antonios Alexandridis writ-
ing in “Breaking Down Barriers: Trust-Building Through the Mobility of Ac-
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ademic Elite between Greece and Turkey”, the issue of academic mobility be-

tween Greece and Turkey is explored. The authors interviewed scholars from 
both countries that have experienced academic mobility in different phases in 
their careers and derived interesting conclusions.  Fundamentally, the article 

stresses how the mobility of academics between Greece and Turkey “enables 

trust-building and consolidates the relations between” the two countries, es-

pecially during times of tension and mistrust.

In their study titled “Audi Alteram Partem: Enhancing Trust-Building in 
Greek-Turkish Relations through Youth Empowerment”, Abdullah Arsan, Er-

man Ermihan and Kleopatra Moditsi surveyed the alumni of the Greek-Turk-

ish Young Leaders Symposium (GTYLS) since the project was first launched 

in 2015. They explored how an event such as the GTYLS could provide the 
framework for trust, contact intention, and empathy among the Greek and 

Turkish youth that participated in it, via the use of recognized academic meth-

odologies. They concluded that the focus on youth empowerment “has long-

term benefits for interstate cooperation and dialogue” and stated their inten-

tion to continue to research this topic by widening their target audiences.

Deniz Halman Tomaka and Eirini Barianaki in “Pairs Through Borders: 
Aegean” investigated the various economic, social, and cultural flows gen-

erated by the interface between Turkish Aegean coastal cities and nearby 

Greek islands. They introduced three “pairs through borders” – Symi-Datça, 

Rhodes-Marmaris, and Kastellorizo-Kaş – and explored their particular char-
acteristics, connections, and potential. The authors, furthermore, presented an 

action plan for further cooperation and its extension to other potential “pairs”.

Finally, the contribution titled “The Power of our Story is to Create 

Memories: From Being Roommates in Kabala to Promising Project Partner-
ship” by Chrysanthi Athanasiadou and Hazel Çağan Elbir is a very personal 
account if how their first encounter in Kavala in December 2019 during a 

Greek-Turkish youth symposium led them to develop a friendship and the 

promotion of a language-based cultural approach between the two countries. 

The authors argue that knowing each other’s language helps trust-building 

and dialogue-building since someone’s culture can only be understood by 

learning and speaking the language associated with it.
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Hence, the outputs of this project are remarkably diverse and extremely 
useful in providing a framework and a direction in improving relations be-

tween the two countries. Above all, these collaborative chapters demonstrate 

a commitment by their youthful authors to work together and produce useful 

and innovative content to further enable the much-needed trust-building pro-

cess between the two sides. In other words, for us the editors, we are especial-

ly content with the empowerment of the volume’s contributors.

It would be great – and this is our hope - if our writers’ proposals also 

find the interest of policymakers as well potential funders or donors who will 

consider implementing some of the recommendations or supporting the fur-

ther research and implementation of the featured ideas. Our ultimate aim is 

for this volume to be an almanac of opportunities – for those fine young schol-

ars and individuals dedicated to rapprochement, trust-building, and dialogue, 

as well as for those who think that Greek-Turkish rapprochement is a cause 

worth investing in. In fact, one of the encouraging aspects of this project is 

that many of the contributions have been written by individuals that have not 

been previously involved in our activities and were not necessarily inspired 

by taking part in them. This demonstrates both the potential of this initiative 

as well as the interest that exists among the youth in Greece and Turkey in 
creating synergies across borders.

This project would not have been possible without the invaluable and 

unrelenting inspiration, support, and guidance we have received from Despoi-

na-Ino Afentouli, the longtime Program Officer at NATO’s Public Diplomacy 

Division in our work. Despoina-Ino, along with her Turkish colleagues, has 

been the biggest supporter of the Greek-Turkish Young Leaders Symposium 

project and has been instrumental in ensuring that NATO co-sponsors the 

project year in year out. This has allowed us to further develop it and cre-

ate multiplier initiatives stemming from it such as this book. For these rea-

sons, we dedicate this publication to her and her commitment to our work and 

Greek-Turkish trust-building.

We would also like to express our gratitude to Professor Mustafa Aydin 
of Kadir Has University and Professor Kostas Ifantis of the Panteion Univer-

sity of Athens who have assisted us in selecting the nine papers that comprise 
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the bulk of this publication. Special mention also goes to Gulcin Sinav of the 

Turkey Office of the Friedrich Naumann Foundation of Liberty for her con-

tinued support and Seren Bostan of the Center for International and European 

Studies for designing the book’s cover. Finally, above all, we would like to 

thank Abdullah Arslan who has been with us from the start as our assistant in 

this project while he was a postgraduate student at Kadir Has University and 

continued to do so after moving to the University of Essex to further his stud-

ies. We would not have been able to complete this book without his invaluable 

contribution.

Athens and Istanbul, December 2021
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Avoiding Disaster in the 
Eastern Mediterranean:  
A Latent Tension Index for Greek-Turkish 

Relations

Ioannis Choulis, Selin Siviş, and Marius Mehrl

Abstract

The contemporary history of Greek-Turkish relations is marked by persistent tensions 
which, following gas discoveries in the Eastern Mediterranean, nearly escalated into 
a full-scale military conflict in August 2020. While outside mediation has resulted in 
limited rapprochement since then, both sides have also continued their hostile rheto-
ric and posturing, risking re-escalation. To facilitate enduring trust-building and de-es-
calation between the parties, it is necessary to measure and monitor the latent tension 
between Turkey and Greece in a real-time and transparent fashion. We present a novel 
tension index developed for this purpose. In order to provide a comprehensive measure 
of Greek-Turkish tensions, the index combines publicly available information on aerial 
and naval incursions, arms imports, and bilateral exploratory talks. In addition to de-
veloping the theoretical and empirical basis of the index, the project also triangulates it 
qualitatively against news reporting in both the Turkish and Greek media and illustrates 
its use by examining the quantitative relationship between Greek-Turkish tension and bi-
lateral trade. As a transparent, real-time, and neutral measure of latent tensions between 
Turkey and Greece, the index will thus serve as a neutral crisis early-warning system for 
stakeholders in both countries, facilitating trust-building and cooperation between the 
two parties.

Keywords: cooperation; conflict; Greece; Turkey; tension index; Eastern Mediterranean
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INTRODUCTION

The strong language exchange between Foreign Ministers Çavuşoğlu 
and Dendias during their official talks in April 2021 in Ankara suggests that 

the current state of Greek-Turkish relations is far from ideal even though the 

two states made significant steps towards a positive agenda and both minis-

ters made a case against high tensions and escalatory behavior. The need for 

a positive agenda was stressed again by the two Foreign Ministers during 

their follow up meeting in Athens in May 2021 and by President Erdoğan and 
Prime Minister Mitsotakis after meeting in June 2021 in Brussels. The August 

2020 naval standoff highlighted the escalatory potential of the Greek-Turk-

ish dispute, yet existing measurements do not capture the increase in ten-

sion underlying the 2020 standoff. Being unable to measure rising tension 

in Greek-Turkish relations, stakeholders, like civil society organizations in 

both countries and neighboring states, were taken by surprise when the two 

states deployed their naval forces in the Eastern Mediterranean. To facilitate 

trust-building and de-escalation between the two parties, it is thus imperative 

to measure and monitor the latent tension between Turkey and Greece in a 

real-time and transparent fashion. 

To that end, low intensity dispute events, like airspace violations, of-

fer unique insights on the trajectory of Greek-Turkish relations (see Kollias 

2004; Athanassiou et al. 2006). We thus introduce a new tension index based 
on publicly available, monthly data on airspace violations, naval incursions, 

arms imports, and exploratory talks to measure variations in latent tension be-

tween the two neighbors. As a transparent, replicable, and neutral measure of 

tension between Turkey and Greece, the index thus serves as an objective crisis 
early-warning system for relevant stakeholders in both countries, facilitating 

trust-building and cooperation between the two parties, and beyond. Here, we 

discuss the theoretical and empirical underpinnings of the index and triangulate 
it qualitatively against news reporting in both the Turkish and Greek media. 

Specifically, we examine how six daily, national newspapers with anti- and 
pro-government views portrayed bilateral relations in the periods June-July 

2020 and May-June 2016. Lastly, we illustrate its use by examining the rela-

tionship between Greek-Turkish tensions and bilateral economic activity.
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The paper is structured as follows: First, we present the state of affairs 
in Greek-Turkish relations and highlight the need for a latent tension index. 
We then discuss the components and construction of the index. Following this 
discussion, we present the two applications. In the conclusions we consider 

the study’s implications and provide relevant policy recommendations.

BACKGROUND

The Greek-Turkish territorial dispute is a source of instability in the 

Eastern Mediterranean and Aegean, and the threat of military escalation is 

ubiquitous in Greek-Turkish relations. Bilateral relations are beset by acute 

disagreements over the continental shelf and the delimitation of Exclusive 
Economic Zones, the extent of territorial waters and sovereignty over islands, 
naval and aerial incursions, regional cooperation, and the status of Cyprus 

(Choulis et al. 2021). A full-scale war was averted during the Imia/Kardak 

1996 crisis owing to US intervention, but the dispute persists despite West-

ern-led diplomatic efforts as both states have adopted an intransigent, ze-

ro-sum culture (Ifantis 2009). Gas discoveries in the Eastern Mediterranean 

have further aggravated the Greek-Turkish competition. In August 2020, the 

two navies nearly came to blows when Turkey deployed naval forces and 

drilling ships as a response to the newly signed Greco-Egyptian delimitation 

agreement. German mediation led to the termination of the military standoff 

after 45 days and to the resumption of exploratory talks, but tensions remain 
high.

While Greek-Turkish relations have not featured full-scale military 

action since 1974, tensions remain persistent and significant. The August 

2020 naval stand-off accentuates the potentially disastrous prospects of the 

Greek-Turkish rivalry with German chancellor Angela Merkel commenting 

that “it’s hard to imagine how small the distance between military conflict and 

peaceful settlement can get in some cases” (Ekathimerini 2020). Yet, the Au-

gust 2020 standoff caught many observers by surprise since existing measures 
of the interstate dispute do not capture variations in tension at a substantively 

or temporally fine-grained level.
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Thus, the August confrontation highlights the need to incorporate varia-

tion in low levels of contention, like airspace or naval violations, in the study 

of interstate dispute intensity in order to provide policy makers with detailed 

and current information on tension levels. A tension index would provide pol-
icy makers and other stakeholders with readily available, objective informa-

tion on the level of dispute intensity on a monthly basis and would serve as an 

early warning system for latent escalation that may lead to a full-scale military 

crisis, similar to the August 2020 standoff. In doing so, it will also provide 

civil society with another tool to meaningfully contribute to dispute resolution 

in the Eastern Mediterranean via the reduction of information asymmetries 

between the two parties (Fearon 1995; Rauchhaus 2006). 

The study of low intensity disputes can provide significant insights 

on Greek-Turkish relations and the factors that affect the level of tension 

between the two states. Existing studies focusing exclusively on airspace in-

cursions indicate that these incidents positively affect Greek military spend-

ing while themselves being driven by Turkish defense expenditures (Kollias 
2004; Choulis et al. 2021), have a meaningful impact on the Greek stock 

market (Athanassiou et al. 2006), and also serve domestic political pur-

poses for the government in Ankara (Mehrl and Choulis 2021). While this 

research focuses only on airspace incursions, hence missing other important 

components of the dispute such as naval incursions or arms imports, it none-

theless suggests that studying low intensity dispute events can improve our 

understanding of Greek-Turkish tensions. Beyond airspace violations, naval 

incursions have become an important feature of the dispute, as evidenced 

by the Imia/Kardak crisis or the recent events involving the research activ-

ities of the survey vessel Oruç Reis in the East Mediterranean. Similarly, 

the purchase of a French Rafale aircraft squadron by Greece shortly after 

the August standoff highlights the dispute’s escalation dynamics within an 

arms race (Ekathimerini 2021). In contrast, the restart of the exploratory 
talks between the two countries in 2021 points to a mutual willingness to 

consider diplomatic dispute resolution. Taking these incidents seriously 

enables us to measure dispute intensity more accurately in Greek-Turkish 

relations. Measurements based on conflict onset or militarized interstate 
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disputes do not capture variation in underlying tension and as such miss the 

tension build-up that precedes a militarized crisis. The sudden escalation of 

the Greek-Turkish rivalry as observed in the Imia/Kardak 1995-6 crisis and 

the August 2020 naval standoff indicates the need of an objective tension 

index that will serve as an early warning system for potential escalation in 
the Greek-Turkish dispute.

Figure 1: Greek-Turkish tension, January 2009 – January 2021.  

Black dashed line indicates mean tension level.

Extending existing work on the role of airspace incursions in the 

Greek-Turkish context, we thus propose a tension index that accounts for a 
parsimonious set of additional important measures of the two countries’ bilat-

eral relationship and dispute perception. Following the preceding discussion, 

it combines information on aerial and naval incursions with variables indicat-

ing the value of Greek arms imports as well as the incidence of exploratory 
talks. It is constructed as aerial and naval incursions+arms imports-ex-

ploratory talks where incursions are scaled to range between 0 and 100, the 

import and talk variables between 0 and 10, and the resulting index again 
between 0 and 100. The index is presented in Figure 1.
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The index shows that Greek-Turkish relations have undergone substan-

tial shifts throughout the period of observation. Most noticeably, tensions 

were very high from mid-2019 onwards, culminating in the highest observed 

value during the August 2020 standoff. But even before this dispute escala-

tion, the index suggests an increase in tensions starting in Spring 2017. In 
contrast, the 2-year period preceding it exhibits markedly lower tensions as 
monthly values often remain below average. To triangulate the index, we now 
investigate how the tension score corresponds to media reporting on the state 

of the Greek-Turkish relationship. 

DISCUSSION

For the index to have any value, it is critical that it corresponds to re-

al-world events. We thus first qualitatively assess its validity by evaluating its 

reported tension level against Greek and Turkish media reporting. This anal-

ysis illustrates that the index corresponds to informed observers’ perceptions 
of the dispute. In a second step, we also assess the relationship between the 

tension index and bilateral trade, finding that rising tensions correspond to 
decreased economic activity between the two countries.

For the media analysis, we examine the reporting by six national news-

papers in two periods which, based on the index, can respectively be classi-
fied as low- and high-tension. We selected the newspapers to include three 

widely circulated publications per country exhibiting both pro- and an-

ti-government leanings. For Turkey, we looked at Birgün, Cumhuriyet and 

Sabah. Sabah, with an average circulation of 195.000-200.000, is a right-

wing source displaying pro-government views. In contrast, Cumhuriyet and 

Birgün, with average circulations of 25.000-30.000 and 50.000-55.000 re-

spectively, both exhibit leftist positions and are more critical of the current 
government. For the Greek media, we selected Efsyn as an anti-government, 

left-wing source, TaNea as a centrist source and Kathimerini as a right-wing 

source with pro-government views. Kathimerini has an average daily circu-

lation of 14.000-17.000; TaNea 15.000-16.000, and Efsyn 7.000-8.000. In 

searching for relevant news items, we used ‘Greek-Turkish relations’ as an 

initial keyword but further employed ‘Turkey’ (Τουρκία) in the Greek and 
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‘Greece’ (Yunanistan) in the Turkish sources to ensure sufficient coverage. 

Finally, we chose the months June-July 2020 as high- and May-June 2016 as 

low-tension periods. We study June-July 2020 to explore whether and how 
Greek and Turkish media reported increasing tension in bilateral relations 

before the August naval standoff. We examine May-June 2016 as the most 
recent period of low tensions and because it precedes the July 2016 coup 

attempt in Turkey.

The findings of this analysis are summarized in Table 1. Our reading of 

Turkish and Greek media indicates that news on bilateral relations is most-

ly centered around five frames: 1) socio-political tension over socio-cultural 
symbols, arising, for example, over the status of Hagia Sophia, burning the 
Turkish flag, or attacks on mosques in Greece, as well as conflict over the per-

ceived mistreatment of the Turkish speaking minority in Greece; 2) economic 

and military cooperation, i.e. efforts to boost security and business ties be-

tween the two states, such as, for example, economic partnerships in the Ae-

gean and the export of Turkish drone technology to Greece; 3) De-escalation 
efforts, i.e. diplomatic attempts to decrease tensions between the two states, 

e.g. seeking diplomacy on the Eastern Mediterranean front and German me-

diation; 4) territorial tension, i.e. mostly verbal threats or militarized actions 

challenging the status-quo regarding border delimitations, such as airspace vi-

olations, military build-ups in the Eastern Mediterranean, or gas explorations; 
and 5) the humanitarian crisis, i.e. political aspects of the refugee influx, such 
as, for example, irregular crossings in the Aegean, the EU-Turkey  Statement 
of March 2016, or pushbacks of asylum seekers and refugees. Except for the 
final category, which is predominantly featured in Turkish news reporting, 

these categories structure the discourse on Greek-Turkish relations in both 

countries.

Overall, the reporting in all six outlets indicates growing tension in 
bilateral relations throughout June-July 2020 but little dispute activity in 

May-June 2016. Most pertinently, there were 261 articles on territorial 

tensions in June-July 2020 but only 16 in May-June 2016. And while the 

Table suggests that Greek-Turkish relations were generally a more salient 

issue in Summer 2020 than in the earlier period, a telling exception is the 
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topic of economic and military cooperation which was more reported on 

in May-June 2016. This suggests that our latent tension index corresponds 
with the state of Greek-Turkish affairs as reported by media outlets in both 

countries.

Table 1: Media Reports on Bilateral Relations.

Newspaper

Socio-political 

tension over 

socio-cultural 

symbols

Economic 

and military 

cooperation

De-escalation 

efforts

Territorial 

tension

Humanitarian 

Crisis

Period

May-

June 

2016

June-

July 

2020

May-

June 

2016

June-

July 

2020

May-

June 

2016

June-

July 

2020

May-

June 

2016

June-

July 

2020

May-

June 

2016

June-

July 

2020

Sabah 1 37 2 1 0 7 7 43 6 29

BirGün 0 7 0 1 0 2 1 11 2 6

Cumhuriyet 1 6 0 0 0 2 1 14 6 2

Kathimerini 2 34 1 0 0 18 1 105 0 8

TaNea 1 10 0 0 1 6 4 37 0 0

Efsyn 1 6 0 0 0 8 2 51 0 0

As Table 1 indicates, there is a striking difference in how often Turkish 

media reported on Greece-Turkey relations, pointing to escalating tensions 

particularly in the Eastern Mediterranean. This shift also affects all three 

newspapers studied. Even though the right-wing conservative Sabah tends 

to report much more about Greek-Turkish relations than Birgün and Cum-

huriyet, all three newspapers exhibit similar positions on Turkey’s foreign 
affairs, especially in the context of Greece-Turkey relations, regardless of 
their political stance. Greece, on the one hand, is positively portrayed in 

the Turkish media only when news cover economic and military cooper-

ation between the two countries. On the other hand, Greece mostly has a 

negative disposition in the Turkish media when news articles are about gas 

explorations in the Eastern Mediterranean, the conversion of Hagia Sophia 
to a mosque, the alleged mistreatment of the Turkish-speaking minority in 

Greece, and the Greek response to irregular crossings in the Aegean and at 

the Greek-Turkish land border.
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While the newspapers report similar content and incidents, it is crucial 

to note that how news headlines are formulated varies across the three news-

papers, especially when it comes to the Mavi Vatan (Blue Homeland)  doc-

trine, an ideological discourse in which Ankara emphasizes the use of naval 

supremacy to defend “Turkey’s right to maritime boundaries, its ownership 

of hydrocarbon resources and the status of the Turkish Republic of Northern 

Cyprus, which is recognized only by Turkey” against challenges by Greece 

and Cyprus (Adar and Toygür 2020: 2). To exemplify, Sabah tends to glorify 

Turkey and its actions in the Eastern Mediterranean through more populist 

headlines such as ‘Continental shelf lesson for Greece’ whilst Birgün and 

Cumhuriyet report similar news but use more descriptive headlines without 

necessarily overpraising Turkey, such as ‘NAVTEX Battles between Greece 

and Turkey’ and ‘NAVTEX Tensions in the Eastern Mediterranean’. In a 

slightly distinct manner, a similar pattern is also observed while reporting on 

irregular crossings in the Aegean. To illustrate, Birgün’s headlines are mostly 

about boat sinkings and rescuing asylum seekers while Cumhuriyet’s and Sa-

bah’s headlines adopt a more accusive language emphasizing the ‘inhumane 

treatment of asylum seekers by Greece’ or that ‘Greece leaves irregular mi-

grants dead’. Referring again to Table 1, such more negative portrayals were 

very prevalent in the high-tension period of June-July 2020 but more muted 

when tensions were lower.

Reporting in the Greek media follows a very similar pattern. There, all 

three newspapers portray Turkey negatively in their frequent reports on gas 

explorations, irregular migration or the Hagia Sophia while it receives pos-

itive reference only in the rare reports on economic or security cooperation. 

Here too, Greek-Turkish relations featured heavily in June-July 2020. For 

instance, Efsyn reported that military threats had become more prevalent and 

expressed worries that the activities of Oruç Reis may further escalate the 
dispute. TaNea identified Greek-Turkish relations as one of the four big chal-

lenges facing the Mitsotakis’ government. And Kathimerini published a series 

of articles focusing on the Turkish-Libyan memorandum on maritime zones, 

Turkish airspace incursions, bilateral military build-ups, and the increased 
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instability in the Eastern Mediterranean. While the Greek news media thus 

discussed tensions between Ankara and Athens at great length in June-July 

2020, this is not the case for May-June 2016. For this period, our search re-

sulted in few items on political or socio-cultural tensions, with news on the 

then-planned conversion of Hagia Sophia being the exception, while Kathi-

merini instead reported on cooperation between the two countries. Taken to-

gether, this analysis suggests that Greek-Turkish tensions were significant in 

June-July 2020 but much more muted in May-June 2016, as indicated both 

by the number and the tone of news reports collected from three Turkish and 

three Greek newspapers. In other words, the perceptions of dispute intensity 

as exhibited in these news sources align closely to the measure of tension 
developed here.

Finally, we use the index to examine the relationship of bilateral ten-

sions and trade activity between the two countries. Existing studies docu-

ment a significant impact of airspace incursions on Athens stock market 

returns (Athanassiou et al. 2006). As such, we expect increasing tensions to 
deter bilateral trade activity due to rising uncertainty about the future and 

the threat of military escalation. To examine this relationship, we compare 
tension scores and trade volume (UN 2021) over the period January 2010 

to December 2020 in Figure 2. The Figure indicates that higher values of 

tension correspond to lower values of trade volume. In particular, the total 

value of trade increased between 2010 and 2014 when tensions were low. 

The gradual increase in tensions during 2015 corresponds to a substantial 

decrease in the trade volume in the same period. Trade volume appears 

to have increased between 2017 and late 2019 despite tensions remaining 

comparatively high, albeit not to the 2010-2014 levels. However, this pos-

itive trend in bilateral trade stops in early 2020 and the sharp drop in trade 

observed throughout the rest of 2020 coincides with rising tensions. Figure 

2 thus offers preliminary evidence that increasing tensions in Greek-Turkish 

affairs may decrease bilateral trade.
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Figure 2: Greek-Turkish tension and trade activity, January 2010 – December 2020.

CONCLUDING REMARKS AND POLICY SUGGESTIONS

The August 2020 naval standoff made clear that the potential for a large-

scale military escalation in the Greek-Turkish dispute remains present. In order to 

help facilitate resolution, we introduced a latent tension index based on publicly 
available, monthly data capturing airspace violations, naval incursions, arms im-

ports, and exploratory talks. The index serves as a neutral early-warning system 
for relevant stakeholders, thus facilitating trust-building and cooperation between 

the two sides by providing objective, up-to-date information on the state of play 

of bilateral relations. We illustrate that the index captures increasing tension in the 
Greek-Turkish dispute since 2017, culminating in the 2020 standoff, and that it 

corresponds to the state of Greek-Turkish affairs as presented by the media in both 

countries. Finally, preliminary evidence indicates that increasing tension levels 

between Greece and Turkish may reduce bilateral economic activity. Building on 

these insights, we offer three actionable policy recommendations.  

•	 Continuing the latent tension index: Persistent tension in Greek-Turk-

ish relations indicates the need for a real-time, objective measure of 
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dispute intensity to guard against re-escalation and support mediation 

between the two states. A coalition of Greek and Turkish civil soci-

ety organizations, think tanks, and research centers is perfectly suited 

to publish and continuously update such a measure, building on the 

progress presented here.

•	 Expanding publicly available data in both countries: To realize 

the full potential of this tension measure for conflict resolution, it is 

imperative to expand the included data. Civil society or academics 
may collect data on omitted but important events such as military 

exercises, diplomatic protests or even disputes in the NATO forums. 
More pressingly, the measure lacks data capturing the Turkish per-

spective, pointing to the need for data documenting Greek incursions 

into Turkish-claimed waters and airspace.

•	 Encouraging enhanced civil society cooperation: The latent tension 

index, and the wider Dialogue framework, demonstrate how academ-

ics and civil society in Greece and Turkey can collaborate to provide 

much-need, objective information on Greek-Turkish relations, thus 

serving an important role in despite resolution. Future initiatives can 

build on and enhance this fruitful cooperation to develop more ami-

cable relations between the two neighbors.   

Adding to these policy recommendations, this study presents many av-

enues for future research. The latent tension index can be significantly ex-

panded upon with the inclusion of more fine-grained data both regarding its 

existing components but also new ones, like diplomatic protests. Similarly, 
systemic shocks such as the Covid-19 pandemic may be included. The index 
can be used in multivariate time-series models to investigate different aspects 

of Greek-Turkish relations, extending the application to bilateral economic 
activity. Finally, the collection of data on Greek activities from the Turkish 

point of view would significantly increase the research’s potential and offer 

more insight on the dispute. Civil society and academia can thus play a de-

cisive role in conflict resolution by providing fact-based, neutral information 

on bilateral tension to stakeholders in both countries. Ultimately, we are fully 

aware that the Greek-Turkish dispute can only by resolved with clear delim-



Avoiding Disaster in the Eastern Mediterranean

— 21 —

itation and mutual compromises. As such, civil society can facilitate conflict 

resolution by providing stakeholders with the needed information to improve 

the prospects of effective mediation.
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APPENDICES: 

Table A1: Components and data sources of the tension index.

Variable Description Unit of Obs. Data Source

Airspace 
Incursions

Count of aerial incursions, all 
types

Month
Hellenic National 
Defence General Staff 
(2021)

Naval Incursions
Count of naval incursions, all 
types

Month
Hellenic National 
Defence General Staff 
(2021)

Greek Arms 
Imports

Greek imports - Turkish imports 
in previous year, set to 0 if 
negative

Year SIPRI (2021)

Exploratory Talks Dummy Month Own coding

Figure A1: Greek-Turkish tension and its components, January 2009 – January 2021
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The New Governance System 
for Asylum and Migration in 
the European Union:
An Avenue for Cooperation between Turkey  
and Greece?

Bezen Balamir Coskun and Effie Charalampaki

Abstract

Migration and asylum are complex issues. Their management, thus, requires multidi-
mensional/multilevel governance approaches. So far, the lack of joint governance mech-
anisms within the EU has caused further complications regarding refugees’ and asylum 
seekers’ human security. In this context, the EU proposed in 2020 the “New Pact on 
Migration and Asylum” to improve the migration and asylum management system in Eu-
rope. With the New Pact, the EU also expects to improve cooperation with the countries 
of origin and transit. By emphasizing that “no single solution on migration can satisfy 
all sides, on all aspects,” the EU underlines the need for working together to find a com-
mon solution. The proposed research picks up these two main themes of the New Pact 
-cooperation and governance- and inquires the prospects of cooperation between Tur-
key and Greece within the context of the New European Governance System for Asylum 
and Migration. In order to address the problems of strategic foresight, complexity, and 
uncertainty in cross-boundary issues, an evolutionary policy process framework will be 
presented. Then, the opportunities for cooperation to minimize the human cost of irreg-
ular migration between the two sides of the Aegean will be discussed, and related policy 
recommendations will be presented.

Keywords: New Pact on Migration and Asylum, evolutionary model, new governance 
system, EU-Turkey, Turkey-Greece
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INTRODUCTION

The fire at the Moria refugee camp in September 2020 was an alarm 

call for Europe to rethink asylum and migration policies. In her State of 

the Union speech on 16 September 2020, European Commission President, 

Ursula von der Leyen, underlined the need for a holistic approach to the 

common EU migration and asylum policy. In this context, on 23 September 
2020, the European Commission proposed the “New Pact on Migration and 

Asylum.” The Pact aims at the improved and faster asylum and migration 

procedures for Europe and at a balanced approach to the principles of bur-

den-sharing and of a culture of “responsibility and solidarity” across the 

EU in order to rebuild trust between its member states regarding an array of 

governance issues. 

Furthermore, the New Pact is considered an opportunity for the EU to 

achieve more effective migration governance in Europe. This research aims 

at examining the prospects of cooperation between Turkey and Greece within 
the context of the New Pact in order to create a policy agenda for both Turkish 
and Greek policymakers and civil society. The research and inquiry will be 

based on expert opinions, governance model building, and policy analysis. 
For the analysis, opinions of the EU and migration experts were collected in 
written form or as voice recordings.1 The analysis of the EU’s New Pact on 

Migration and Asylum and of the two countries’ perspectives about the New 

Pact will lead us to draw a list of policy recommendations that may provide 

opportunities for enhanced cooperation and dialogue between the two sides of 

the Aegean in spite their turbulent relations.

The project aims primarily at devising a bottom-up diffusion process 

as a strategic governance framework that allows for the regionalization of 

domestic policies and enhances strategic foresight based on common state 

1 This is a preliminary study developing a regional governance model that enables bilateral cooperation 
between Turkey and Greece on cross-boundary crises. All the experts that were consulted so far 
were Turkish experts who either work at Turkish universities or European think tanks. As the authors 
of this study, we are aware of the limitation of the study as lacking the opinion of Greek experts, 
which will be included in the full report.
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interests. The study also proposes an evolutionary model of a dynamic net-

work for the management of cross-boundary crises based on the facilitation of 

a network architecture that will maintain consistency and uniformity in both 

nations in order to motivate them to work together on cross-boundary issues. 

An evolutionary model like this seeks primarily to disengage migratory and 

refugee flows from the security and national interest agendas on both sides of 

the Aegean by creating a bilateral early-warning system that will not be able 

to operate without both countries agreeing and upholding certain provisions. 

In other words, cross-boundary issues can become a platform for cooperation 

and dialogue between Greece and Turkey when a policy process framework 

for strategic foresight to manage transnational phenomena is developed. It is 

vital to develop a modus operandi on both sides of the Aegean that disengages 

the management, control, harboring, and rehabilitation of economic migrants 

and asylum seekers as a pressure tool and a leverage mechanism from multi-

level national foreign policy agendas.

A bottom-up approach can also help the EU’s New Pact develop a global 

governance character instead of remaining an inward-looking policy tool, as 

it is constructed now to enhance the Union’s role as a global actor. Finally, 

our study inquires how a bilateral strategy can be devised to bind Greece and 

Turkey to a common state interest platform.

THE NEW PACT ON MIGRATION AND ASYLUM: A FRESH START 
ON MIGRATION?

“We will take a human and humane approach. Saving lives at sea is not 

optional. And those countries who fulfil their legal and moral duties or are 

more exposed than others, must be able to rely on the solidarity of our Euro-

pean Union… Everybody has to step up here and take responsibility.” (von 

der Leyen, State of the Union Address 2020)

Since 2014, more than one million people, mostly Syrians, have ir-

regularly entered into Europe. They bore the risks of dangerous journeys 

to find a better life in Europe. Asylum applications to EU members states 
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peaked between 2014 and 2016 (See Graphic 1). By 2019, the number of 

registered refugees in the EU reached 2,712,477. Furthermore, the number 

of asylum seekers was 721,075 (europarl.eu 2019). However, the sudden 

influx of millions of people caused a humanitarian crisis. Between 2014 and 
2021, around 21,000 migrants died attempting to reach the shores of Europe 

(See Graphic 2).

Graphic 1: Non-EU Asylum applications in the EU Member States between 2008 and 2020  

(Eurostat 2021)

Faced with the largest movement of migrants and refugees since World 

War II, the EU realized its failure to manage forced migrations. The call by 

its member states to safeguard their external borders raised questions about 
the idea of European common space. To manage the influx of migrants 
and refugees, member states suspended free movement inside Europe, and 

internal border controls were reintroduced. Despite the previous efforts to 

develop an EU-wide migration and asylum policy, we observed a return to 

the state-centric governance system. Some of the EU member states ap-

pealed to distribute the burden of refugees among all member states. These 

appeals were not well-received by some of the member states, such as Hun-

gary. 
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Graphic 2: Number of recorded deaths of migrants in the Mediterranean Sea from 2014 to 2021 

(Statista 2021)

Within the EU, border management was reduced to a technocratic task. 

The Union’s leaders realized that its member states lack common criteria for 

identifying refugees. Furthermore, they attempted to manage refugee flows 

through agreements with third countries. It is recognized that cooperation 

with other international partners, particularly with transit countries outside 

the EU, is required. In this context, the EU-Turkey Statement concluded on 

18 March 2016.

Even though close cooperation in security and defense is a must, there 

was no common European position on dealing with humanitarian crisis man-

agement after the so-called refugee crisis. While the EU tends to highlight the 

humanitarian aspect of the migration crisis, some national governments focus 

on national security. Cooperation in migration issues is not a process that is 

entirely controlled by the EU. Yet, the governance of asylum and migration 

requires bilateral, multilateral, and intergovernmental approaches. The so-

called refugee crisis underlined the democratic deficit of the EU institutions 

and highlighted the need for interstate cooperation to construct common mi-

gration policies. 
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Several incidents, such as the incidents on the Greek-Turkish borders 

at the Evros river in late February/early March 2020 and the fire at Moira 

camp in Greece in September 2020, have paved the way for preparing a new 

migration pact for the EU. As pointed out by Margaritis Schinas, Vice-Presi-

dent in the European Commission, the fire at the Moria refugee camp was “a 

stark reminder that the clock has run out on how long we can live in a house 

half-built. The time has come to rally around a common, European migration 

policy” (European Commission 2020a). In this context, for a comprehensive 

European approach to migration, the European Commission proposed a new 

Pact on Migration and Asylum in September 2020. The New Pact was pre-

pared through intensive preparatory work since December 2019. In this con-

text, two complete rounds of consultations were held with all member states, 

the European Parliament, national parliaments, civil society, social partners, 

and businesses (European Commission 2020b).

In her introductory comments on the New Pact, European Commission 

President Ursula von der Leyen pointed out the need for rebuilding “trust be-

tween the Member States to manage migration as a Union with the right bal-

ance between solidarity and responsibility” (European Commission 2020a). 

The Commission proposed a fresh start on migration which is based on two 

pillars. The first pillar of the Commission’s approach to building confidence 

consists of more efficient and faster procedures. The second pillar at the core 

of the Pact is the fair sharing of responsibility and solidarity (European Com-

mission 2020a). Furthermore, the proposal of the Pact consists of four princi-

ples (See Table 1).

The Pact includes a more effective legal framework, a stronger role of 

the European Border and Coast Guard, a newly appointed EU Return Coordi-

nator, and a network of national representatives to ensure consistency across 

the Union. In 2019, the EU allocated €101.4 Million to the European Border 

and Coast Guard Agency in a plan to deploy a 10,000 strong standing corps 

by 2027 to protect its external borders. (Stanimirova 2021) Furthermore, on 

24 November 2020, the Commission decided to adopt a new comprehensive 

Action Plan on integration and inclusion for 2021-2027. This new Action Plan 

targets migrants and people with a migration background in four main ac-
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tions: inclusive education and training, improving employment opportunities 

and skills recognition, promoting access to health, and ensuring access to ad-

equate and affordable housing. (SOLIDAR 2020) Upon its introduction, the 

Pact was passed to the European Parliament and Council to reach a political 

agreement on the core principles of the Asylum and Migration Management 

Regulation and to adopt the Regulation by the end of the year (European 

Commission 2020a).

Vice President Margaritis Schinas described the Pact as a building with 

three floors: an external dimension (“centered around strengthened partner-

ships with countries of origin and transit”), robust management of external 
borders, and firm but fair internal rules. (Kirişçi, Erdoğn and Eminoğlu 2020) 

However, despite the good intentions, the Pact has been criticized by several 

human rights groups and migration experts. First of all, it was criticized for 

failing to increase human rights guarantees for migrants and solidarity among 

member states and focusing on border externalization and securitization. Civ-

il society networks such as SOLIDAR view the Pact as “a missed opportunity 

to shape a bolder vision that enables the Union to advance on the path of sol-

idarity and to finally live by its founding values” (SOLIDAR 2020:5). Other 

Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) such as Human Rights Watch, OXFAM, 

and Caritas Europe criticized the Pact’s focus on returns (Bloj and Buzmaniuk 

2020). Another concern was the Pact’s strong emphasis on better management 

of external borders and returns as it is deemed to the further strengthening of 

the security dimension. The second issue is about the inward-oriented nature 

of the Pact. As Kirişçi, Erdoğan and Eminoğlu (2020) argue, the Pact fails to 

recognize the global level policy implications of forced migration. In this con-

text, Kirişçi, Erdoğan, and Eminoğlu criticized the Pact for hardly making any 

reference to the UN’s Global Compact for Refugees, despite Vice President 

Schinas’ promise to contribute to global solutions and responsibility-sharing 

regarding global resettlement efforts. Furthermore, the Pact gives little at-

tention to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the EU’s migration and 

asylum policies. (Kirişçi, Erdoğan and Eminoğlu 2020)

The aforementioned critiques imply a need to develop the New Pact with 

a global governance character instead of an inward-looking policy tool. Fur-
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thermore, with a strong emphasis on external borders and partnerships with 

third countries, the EU underlines the need for working together with non-

EU partners to find a common solution. By underlining the two pillars of the 

Pact, namely cooperation and governance, in the following sections of the 

study, the prospects of cooperation between Turkey and Greece will be dis-

cussed within the context of the New European Governance System for Asy-

lum and Migration. Thus, both Greece’s and Turkey’s perspectives regarding 

the Pact will be presented. Then, policy recommendations will be presented 

to address the problems of strategic foresight, complexity, and uncertainty in 
cross-boundary crises.

Table 1: Pillars of the New Pact on Migration and Asylum (European Commission 2020b)

• Building confidence: new balance between responsibility and soli-

darity

• Stronger trust fostered by better and more effective procedures
• Well-managed Schengen and external borders
• Effective Solidarity
• Acting together to deepen international partnerships
• Flexibility and resilience

• Clear responsibilities through better, modernised procedures

• New compulsory pre-entry screening: identification, health checks, 
security checks, fingerprinting and registration in the Eurodac data-
base.

• Integrated and modern migration and border management system 
with the improved Eurodac database with a focus on applicants rath-
er than application to determine responsibility for asylum claims. 

• New, faster asylum border procedure to speed up decision-making 
and make asylum procedures more efficient

• Legal guarantees including an independent monitoring mechanism 
to ensure respect of fundamental rights, and individual assessment 
of asylum claims and essential guarantees protecting effective ac-
cess to asylum.
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• A new mechanism for constant solidarity and flexible options for 

Member State contribution

• Relocation of recently-arrived persons
• Return sponsorship, whereby a Member State takes over responsi-

bility for returning a person with no right to stay on behalf of anoth-
er Member State

• Immediate operational support, longer-term support to build ca-
pacity on asylum procedures, reception of newcomers or return 
operations, or assistance in responding to specific migratory trends 
affecting Member States through cooperation with non-EU coun-
tries.

• Tailored solidarity responses for specific scenarios:

• Disembarkation following search and rescue operations at sea and 
vulnerable persons
• Relocation of those likely in need of protection
• Early identification of needs through a yearly foresight report
• Solidarity pool of national contributions, based on voluntary 

pledges
• Correction mechanism to guarantee effective support

• Risk of pressure on a Member State’s migration management sys-
tem
• Relocation extended to recognised refugees
• Contributions based on Member States’ fair share
• Correction mechanism to guarantee effective support

• Situations of crisis
• Relocation extended to persons in the border procedure, those in 

an irregular situation and those in immediate need of protection
• Faster reaction at EU level through swift decision on contribution
• Solidarity mechanism focused only on relocation and return 

sponsorship
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THE GREEK PERSPECTIVE ON THE NEW EUROPEAN 
GOVERNANCE SYSTEM FOR ASYLUM AND MIGRATION

As one of the major gateways of the EU, Greece has become its asylum 

hotspot. Particularly after 2015, the refugee and asylum crisis in Greece was 

a stark reminder of the lack of European asylum solidarity and the limits of 

the Common European Asylum System (Karageorgiou 2020). By the end of 

2019, Greece hosted over 186,000 refugees and asylum-seekers, including 

5000 unaccompanied children (See Table 2). In 2021, by the end of May, there 

are 3,116 arrivals (1,206 from sea, 1,910 from land). (UNHCR Operational 

Data Portal 2021) Most refugees and asylum seekers in Greece were from Af-

ghanistan, the Syrian Arab Republic, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 

and Iran (UNHCR 2021) while most entered Greece from Turkey with Evros, 

Lesvos, Chios, Samos, Kos and Rhodes as the main entrance points. 

Table 2: Arrivals in Greece between 2014 - 2020 (UNHCR Operational Data Portal 2021) 

Previous Years Sea Arrivals Land Arrivals Dead and Missing 

2020 9,714 5,982 102

2019 59,726 14,887 71

2018 32,494 18,014 174

2017 29,718 6,592 59

2016 173,450 3,784 441

2015 856,723 4,907 799

2014 41,038 2,280 405

Greece is a party to the 1951 Geneva Convention and the 1967 New 

York Protocol. Based on international law, Greece has developed its national 

asylum system. However, the establishment of formal structures coincided 

with the refugee flows following the war in Syria. As an independent structure 

responsible for examining requests for international protection, the Asylum 
Service was established (See Law 3907/2011) and became operational in June 

2013. In this context, the Board of Appeals and the Reception and Identifica-

tion Service were launched (UNHCR Greece 2021). With the introduction of 

temporary border controls applied by most of the EU member states, thou-

sands of refugees and asylum seekers were stranded in overcrowded facilities 
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on the Greek islands. Although a certain level of progress has been made after 

the establishment of the Asylum Service, European Court of Human Rights 

have repeatedly condemned Greece for failing to respect the fundamental 

rights of migrants and applicants for international protection. The critiques 

were mostly about inhumane detention conditions, asylum seekers’ destitu-

tion, and the lack of procedural guarantees during refugee status determina-

tion and expulsion processes (Karageorgiou 2020, 1).

As one of the most affected EU member states, the Greek authorities 

have expressed their preference for a Union-wide asylum system that is based 
on solidarity and reciprocity. Thus, Greece was one of the first member states 

that declared their New Pact support. In this context, in December 2021, to 
find a solution to the situation after the fires that destroyed the Moria Camp,2 

the Commission agreed with the Greek authorities to establish a new recep-

tion center on the island of Lesvos by September 2021. Furthermore, both 

sides agreed on the transfer of an additional €121 million to Greece for the 

construction of 3 smaller reception centers at Samos, Kos, and Leros (Euro-

pean Commission 2020c).

Most recently, in May 2021, the Greek Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitso-

takis urged other EU member states to reach a consensus to make progress on 

the new Pact for Migration and Asylum. On the same occasion, Mitsotakis 

latently criticized Turkey by saying that migrants and refugees must not be 

used as “pawns in a big geopolitical game” (Ekathimerini 2021). Greek of-

ficials have acknowledged that an approach to migration and asylum with a 

continued focus on borders and externalization is not sustainable. Turkey’s 
opening of the Evros border in February-March 2020 and letting migrants and 

refugees cross the border proves the fragility of the refugee deal with Turkey. 

Thus, Greece is in favor of the speedy introduction of the New Migration 

Pact. 

Last but not least, in the context of the management of migration and 
asylum, Greek officials such as Miltiadis Varvitsiotis, the Alternate Foreign 

Minister, are optimistic about revising the EU-Turkey Joint Statement of 

2 The fires in the Moria camp destroyed the camp, thus its residents found themselves without 
shelter. 12,362 people in the Moria camp were immediately affected by the fires. 
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2016. Nevertheless, Varvitsiotis expressed Greece’s concerns about the im-

plementation of the provisions of the Joint Statement. The Greek side requires 

full compliance on the part of Turkey. Varvitsiotis noted that “the objective is 

to directly link cooperation to funding, through the adoption of a mechanism 

that gives more when there is good cooperation and less when the Turkish 

authorities do not cooperate on responding to the migration issue” (Hellenic 

Republic Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2021a).

THE TURKISH PERSPECTIVE ON THE NEW EUROPEAN 
GOVERNANCE SYSTEM FOR ASYLUM AND MIGRATION

Turkey is hosting around 4 million Syrians under temporary protection 

and 600.000 asylum seekers from other non-European countries. These num-

bers have made Turkey the largest refugee-hosting country in the world. Be-

sides its domestic implications, the presence of millions of refugees and asy-

lum seekers has become a major issue between Turkey, and the EU.

To strengthen the cooperation on the migration crisis, on 18 March 2016, 

the European Council and Turkey reached an agreement whose main aim was 

to stop the irregular flows via Turkey to Europe. In this context, the European 
Council and Turkey concluded a Statement on 18 March 2016. According to 

the statement, “all-new irregular migrants and asylum seekers arriving from 

Turkey to the Greek islands and whose applications for asylum have been 

declared inadmissible should be returned to Turkey” (European Parliament 

2021, 1). 

Despite the objections of human rights and refugee support groups, the 

agreement was implemented. Consequently, the number of refugees who ar-

rived on Greek shores was considerably dropped. The outcomes of the so-

called “Refugee Deal” were quite satisfactory for both sides. In five years, a 

total of 28,621 Syrian refugees have been relocated in the EU, while 2,140 

migrants that disembarked irregularly on Greek islands have been sent back 

to Turkey (ANSA 2021). In return, Turkey received €3.6 billion from the EU 

for Syrian communities in Turkey. By not receiving the entire budget of €6 

billion that was promised by the EU, Turkey gained leverage. As observed in 

the European Council held in March 2021, Turkey’s commitment to keeping 
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4 million refugees and asylum seekers within its borders has caused a drop in 

the EU’s tone vis-a-vis Turkey (European Council 2021).

Preventing refugees from entering the EU is a critical issue, especially 

for EU leaders trying to calm right-wing populist groups. For this reason, the 

EU wants Turkey to act as a border guard by renewing the agreement with 

Turkey. As long as the war in Syria continues, millions of Syrians will con-

tinue to live in Turkey. Thus, EU leaders are eager to renew the agreement as 

this would help them to calm their far-right and anti-immigrant groups. Mean-

while, they have time to put the New Immigration Pact into action.

On the Turkish side, there is a desire to renew the agreement. This request 

was voiced by Mevlut Çavuşoğlu, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, before von 

Der Leyen and Michel’s visit on 6 April 2021 Furthermore, Ibrahim Kalın, chief 

adviser to the Turkish President, wrote for the European Council on Foreign 

Relations to explain why a renewed immigration agreement is a chance for both 

sides to develop a positive agenda (Kalın 2021). During the visits of Ursula Von 

Der Leyen and Charles Michel in April 2021, President Erdoğan also under-

lined the need to renew the agreement between Turkey and the EU. 

Turkey wants to renew the migration agreement because it helps keep 

it communication channels with the E.U. open. At the same time, such an 

agreement gives Turkey a normative advantage as it reinforces the Turkish 

argument that Ankara is fulfilling a humanitarian mission, which the EU re-

fused to undertake. Thus, Ankara believes that the Union must cooperate with 

Turkey to keep the 4 million refugees and asylum seekers in Turkey.

The timing of the action plan for the New Pact coincided with the expira-

tion of the refugee deal with Turkey. The following agenda items in the New 

Pact require close cooperation between the EU and Turkey and between the 

member states sharing borders with Turkey:

The EU will strengthen cooperation with countries of origin and transit 

to prevent dangerous journeys and irregular crossings, including through tai-

lor-made Counter Migrant Smuggling Partnerships with third countries (1)

• Build action against migrant smuggling into partnerships with third 

countries (5 - Key Actions) 
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• Working with our international partners (6) 

• Maximising the impact of our international partnerships (6.1)

• Protecting those in need and supporting host countries (6.2) (EUR-Lex 

2020).

As the developments show, Turkey and the EU are very eager to cooper-

ate based on a positive agenda. Thus, introducing the New Migration Pact and 

the prospect of renewing the refugee deal with Turkey provides a window of 

opportunity. It is also an opportunity for Turkey and Greece to enhance coop-

eration and dialogue. In this regard, we believe that devising an evolutionary 

model of a dynamic network for the management of migratory and refugee 

flows will motivate both sides to work together on cross-boundary issues. 

AN EVOLUTIONARY GOVERNANCE MODEL FOR THE 
MANAGEMENT OF CROSS-BOUNDARY ISSUES AND CRISES 
AS THE BASIS OF COOPERATION IN REGIONAL “FAULT LINES:” 
EARLY WARNING SYSTEM AND STRATEGIC FORESIGHT

In this era of uncertainty, one of the major challenges that the EU is fac-

ing is crisis and risk management at its borders, among other problems and 

issues. The multidimensional face of transnational threats and trans-boundary 

crises demand novel approaches in order to address the institutional short-

comings pertaining to coordination, adaptation and innovation that preclude 

international institutions to develop agility and resilience, such as the EU and 

NATO that cooperate on transnational policy agendas, bridging national in-

terests and needs with multilevel governance policies. Agility and resilience 

are paramount so as to ensure the survival of international institutions as a 

“whole” and their evolution as complex dynamic communities of insular di-
versity that is enabled by sector-oriented capacities with cross-sectoral co-

operation. More specifically, the EU must develop multilevel, cross-sectoral 

governance structures that incorporate a bottom-up approach according to 

which the coordination of agencies is facilitated to enable information flows 

regarding decision-making, data-sharing, detection, meaning-making, ac-

countability and transnational-agency cooperation. This enables adaptation 

mechanisms and embedded cooperation. The EU policymakers could use 
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multipurpose-multi-governance models to address the problems of uncertain-

ty, complexity, strategic decision-making, foresight, and the emergence of 
uncontrollable and/or random phenomena that create a sense of urgency and 

challenge human, regional and international security. 

The greatest challenge, obviously, is the coordination of multi-actor pro-

cesses and the implementation of policies that are administered, applied, ex-

ecuted along, what James Rosenau called, “the domestic-foreign frontier.” 

(Rosenau 1997)  This challenge stems primarily from the need to coordinate 

how large, diverse groups of people interact with each other and the nature 

of “boundaries” of the closed or open “environment” inside which they are 

called to connect and interact because this is actually what gives rise to unpre-

dictable phenomena that challenge, accelerate, inhibit or interrupt the inputs 

and outputs of information flows that are essential to the management of com-

plexity. When the patterns of behavior of large and diverse groups of people 
are identified and their responses to disruptions and systemic shocks are codi-

fied via their interactions, strategic decision-making and foresight are enabled 

so as to manage trans-boundary crises that generate high levels of uncertainty 

and complexity that feed conflict in the periphery of regional structures, such 
as the EU, developing a wicked web of overlapping problems with many ac-

tors that find it difficult to collaborate and coordinate. 

We are accustomed to viewing the world divided into countries with po-

litical borders, however, the world can also include regions that are terrestrial 

ecoregions with their own, shared or overlaying cultures and development 

that can support scientific research and the production of educational tools. 

Strategic foresight is based on the studying of the overlapping nature of trans-

national issues and the trends that emerge; it can assist in create the relevant 

policies to support regional recovery projects with self-regulatory adaptation 

mechanisms as part of a broader transatlantic global governance agenda that 

promotes a more equitable, fairer and sustainable liberal international order. 

The Greek-Turkish borders (land and sea) constitute an excellent candidate 
for creating the first European “adaptive space” under an international treaty 

that Greece, Turkey, Cyprus, the EU (and potentially other international or-

ganizations) will agree upon. This does not mean that there is “laissez-faire” 
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sovereignty by the interested parties, but it does imply that a “shared” space 

with common and overlapping culture(s), common values and the guidance 

of international law is created as a conflict resolution and crisis management 

tool. Inside this “shared adaptive space” all interested shareholders agree on 

innovation cooperation grounded in operations of transparency and coordi-

nated trans-boundary action that advance the values of democratic gover-

nance, ecological and economic sustainability, humanitarianism and human 

rights, the peaceful resolution of disputes, and respect for international law 

and international treaties. 

This becomes automatically a “democratic innovation” process that pro-

motes liberal values inside the EU and to the European Neighborhood Policy 

(ENP) partners, that also puts forward the EU as a global actor. If we want 

a “new transatlantic agenda for global change,” the strategic autonomy of 

the EU must also include a dogma of “complex adaptation” and “complex 
coordination of state and non-state actors” that will produce “innovation co-

operation” that ensures the effective coordination of transatlantic security and 

economic governance structures. Trans- and cross-boundary crises, such as 

the management of refugee and migration flows that overlap with the reso-

lution of transnational and criminal networks and other asymmetric threats, 

cannot be tackled without the coordination of all security agencies and orga-

nizations of the transatlantic sphere. In an era of pervasive interdependence 

and interconnectedness, those “shared adaptation spaces” must also become 

spaces of innovation and conflict resolution that anchor the cooperation of the 

transatlantic partners toward a more sustainable and adaptive liberal interna-

tional order.   

“SHARED” ADAPTIVE SPACES AS REGIONAL LEVERAGE POINTS

By developing not only an ideational but also a functional, practical, 

operational realm inside which a “shared” view of the cross-boundary crisis 

as a “wicked problem” is accepted by all stakeholders involved, the manage-

ment of the transnational issue and the crises it generates is approached ulti-

mately as an “evolutionary model of complex dynamics” with the potential 
to “self-organize” according to the network properties that emerge from the 
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interaction dynamics. An evolutionary governance model like this will create 

enhanced homogenization among highly diverse social groups and cultures, 

amplifying the fragmentation that centralization-decentralization tendencies 

produce due to the frictions between national foreign policy agendas and 

global governance priorities and needs, establishing synergy among different 

actors that co-evolve to produce new dynamics for whole regional settings 

that eventually acquire new properties based on embedded reciprocal interde-

pendence, complex cooperation and complex leadership. Managing complex-

ity is key to fostering adaptation and resilience for international institutions. 

This allows for establishing methods for the observation and analysis of influ-

ential behaviors within the environmental setting of social complexity, which 
can become the basis for strategic foresight so as to establish early warning 

and risk management systems that enhance resilience and robustness in na-

tional and international institutions structures with a bottom-up approach that 

emphasizes the role of the “individuals” and non-state actors.

“Adaptive leadership [for this analysis] is defined as an interactive event 

in which knowledge, action preferences and behaviors change, thereby pro-

voking an organization to become more adaptive.” (Lichtenstein et. al. 2006, 

4) Adaptive leadership demands adaptive outcomes that are generated when 

complex interactive dynamics seize new opportunities to tackle wicked prob-

lems. (Lichtenstein et. al. 2006, 4) For this to happen, we must conceptu-

alize a “space” where “the ongoing cycle of events replace cross-sectional 

frameworks” that preclude holistic systemic analysis and aid “the longitudi-

nal analyses of interaction events” (Lichtenstein et. al. 2006, 4): an excellent 
framework for developing strategic foresight and early-warning systems for 

multi-level governance. In this regard, in this “shared adaptive space” in trou-

bled zones where cross-boundary crises evolve, a number of very important 

governance initiatives can take place such as: “1) Identifying and bracketing 
the events, episodes and interactions of interest; 2) Capturing these events or 

interactions as data in a systematic way; 3) Gathering individual/agent level 

data that describe interaction cues received over time; 4) Modeling these data 

in ways that highlight their longitudinal and relational qualities; 5) Analyzing 

these data in terms of their relational qualities and longitudinal dynamics”. 

(Lichtenstein et. al. 2006, 5-6)
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These adaptive leverage points on and around borders between conflict-

ing parties have the power to act as conflict diffusion mechanisms in bilateral 

and multilateral relations by actually incorporating the trans- or cross-bound-

ary crises as a “wicked problem” that fosters a “shared” reality between the 

parties in dispute. When it comes to the refugee and migration flows that ex-

acerbate tensions between Greece, Turkey, and the EU (as well as NATO and 

other international agencies), analysts and policymakers have emphasized 

continuously the different narratives that shape two different “realities” on 

each side of the Aegean with a third “narrative-reality” coming from Brus-

sels and other European capitals. The question, thus, is whether it is possible 

to create “a common agenda” and common policies in this context to really 
coordinate cooperation toward the effective management of crises and dis-

putes from which all parties involved will benefit ultimately. This is a key 

problem in order to manage “wicked” problems, such as uncontrollable ref-

ugee and economic migrant flows with the potential national and European 

security challenges they inevitably produce. The creation of “shared adaptive 

spaces” around borders with historical conflicts automatically produces the 

emergence of a “new reality” for cooperation in order to find the common or 

middle ground to tackle crises and/or ongoing transnational phenomena that 

seem to transcend space and time. 

To establish a bottom-up approach, it is essential to model the mi-

cro-macro dynamics that take place in social complexity settings. With the 
modeling of micro-macro actors in controlled environments that continue 

to operate, however, as open, complex systems, we can observe the strate-

gic and/or random interactions [high randomness produces high complexity 
which produces chaos and uncontrollable phenomena in governance] of state-

state actors; state-non-state actors; non-state-non-state actors; international 

institutions agencies-state actors agencies; international institutions agencies-

non-state actors; and interactions between agencies of different international 

institutions that demand coordination for effective governance policies; and 

how behavior complexity affects adaption: an excellent tool for adaptation 
leadership promoted by international institutions such as the EU (see Graph 

1: Part 1 & Graph 2: Part 2 ). We present the Charalampaki “Micro-Macro 



The New Governance System for Asylum and Migration in the European Union

— 41 —

Nexus Adaptation-Cooperation” Governance Model that is a multipurpose- 
multi-governance tool for international institutions for enhanced adaptation 

and cooperation among different and conflicting stakeholders. Adaptation 

and embedded interdependence are key to managing effectively cross- and 

trans-boundary crises and structural shocks, such as Brexit, that produce un-

certainty and instability. The model will be fully explained in our forthcoming 
journal article.

Graph 1: The “Micro-Macro Nexus Adaptation-Cooperation” Governance Model (Extracted from 

Charalampaki 2019)
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Graph 2: Shared Adaptive Space  This is part 2 of the Charalampaki governance model above, that 

has emerged in order to explain the concept of “adaptive space” in combination with part 1 of the 

model (graph 1). It will be presented in detail in  forthcoming journal publication of the article on 

which this chapter is based. The whole Charalampaki governance model (graph 1: part 1 and graph 

2: part 2), as it unfolds in these two graphs and other unpublished graphs, demands Agent Based 

Modeling (ABM) and computation schemes in order to be fully developed and tested and become 

operational for international institutions, such as the EU and NATO.
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS: AN AVENUE FOR COOPERATION 
BETWEEN TURKEY AND GREECE? 

The model above is presented as a framework for the management of 

cross-boundary crises as the basis of regional cooperation for Turkey and 

Greece in resolving the refugee and migration crisis. For the advancement 

of cooperation, the model proposes a “shared adaptive space” between the 

Turkish and Greek governments that will be established with a treaty, as well 

as the civil societies of both countries. Uncontrollable refugee and migrant 

flows constitute a trigger event. The turbulence following the trigger event 

has presented a window of opportunity for Turkey, Greece and the EU to re-

think their refugee and migration systems. Thus, the proposed model advanc-

es a bottom-up approach where micro-macro dynamics take place in social 

complexity settings. We argue that such a model will be an excellent tool for 
adaptation leadership promoted by international institutions such as the EU. 

There exist many areas of common concern that require close collabora-

tion between the two countries. In their meeting on 31 May 2021, Nikos Den-

dias and Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu, the Greek and Turkish foreign ministers, declared 
their countries’ pledge to develop bilateral relations on 25 areas, including 

tourism and trade. (Hellenic Republic Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2021b) In 

this context, our proposed evolutionary model will provide a blueprint for 
further cooperation not just in the field of migration and asylum but also in 

other areas that the ministers of foreign affairs identify. In this section, we will 

inquire about the prospects of cooperation between Turkey and Greece in the 

field of migration and asylum and propose a policy agenda for both Turkish 

and Greek policymakers and their civil societies. To develop a policy agenda, 

seven EU and migration experts were consulted. Their opinions are summa-

rized below, whereafter a list of policy recommendations will be presented. 

The aforementioned proposed Pact on Migration and Asylum aims to 

promote greater cooperation with member states to achieve the EU’s objec-

tives and policies regarding border management, migration, and asylum. In 

addition, the Pact proposes new instruments for collaboration with third coun-

tries. In conjunction with the general view about the New Migration Pact, all 

the experts consulted for this study have skeptical or pessimistic views about 
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the Pact. A migration expert refers to this Pact as “anti-immigrant.” According 
to this view, the Pact proposes a policy of continuous externalization with the 
logic that no one should come to Europe (E5). Thus, this Pact is viewed as 

a continuation of the Fortress Europe approach to keep refugees and asylum 

seekers away from the EU as much as possible (E7). In this context, the only 
cooperation possible under this policy may be the renewal of the agreement 

between the March 2016 EU and Turkey, which is related to how many re-

sources the EU can transfer towards improving the social and economic par-

ticipation of refugees – Syrian and non-Syrian alike in Turkey (E1 & E5). 

Since being put into practice in March 2016, the EU-Turkey Statement 

has been subject to harsh criticism. Two issues - the EU’s externalization of 
migration governance and Ankara’s politicization of refugees as a bargaining 

card - lie at the heart of the criticisms. Despite the reproaches, the experts 
consulted assume that the EU-Turkey cooperation over migration governance 

will continue (E1 & E6). In this context, it is argued that migration is still one 
of the critical topics of the positive agenda framework in terms of Turkey-EU 

relations. Thus, the prospect of cooperation between Turkey and Greece in 

this field will also help reduce the tension in EU-Turkey relations (E7). How-

ever, as refugees and asylum seekers have become a trump card in foreign 

policy, both Turkish and Greek decision-makers need to stop using the issue 

as a negotiation item. In the medium to long term, such an approach harms 

stability and peace in both countries (E4). Previous experience shows that 
making this issue a threat contradicts the essence of cooperation. In this con-

text, Greece, which has closed its doors to refugees in in the past, and Tur-
key, which threatens to open its border to let refugees and asylum seekers go 

through the EU borders, need to build a new understanding (E7).  

In order to achieve sound progress, the parties need to be sincere in their 

pursuit of cooperation and take steps per international ethics and human rights 

(E7 & E4). The success of future cooperation in the migration context requires 
all parties to avoid the instrumentalization of refugees and the violation of in-

ternational norms. Furthermore, EU institutions as well as the other member 

states should take the necessary actions to help Greece hasten the processing 

of asylum applications (E1).
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As reminded by a migration expert, Turkey and Greece have already 
attempted to cooperate on a series of initiatives in the migration field. The 

EU provided transboundary cooperation funds for Turkey and Greece to clear 

up mines in border areas in 2009 (UNDP 2014, 5). Despite occasional dis-

putes, the area between the borders was mostly cleared up from mines. Re-

garding collaboration in migration issues, a readmission agreement between 

Turkey and Greece was signed in 2002 (E3). However, the implementation 

of readmissions was agreed upon in 2010. During the implementation of the 

readmission agreement, cases of human rights violations, particularly several 

cases of pushbacks of boats by Greek border security, were reported (Yılmaz 
2014). The readmission agreement between Turkey and Greece (Gökalp-Aras 

2021 and Papatzani et al. 2020) constituted the basis for the 2016 EU deal 

with Turkey. Thus, despite the prevailing tensions between the two countries, 

there exists a nucleus for cooperation. Based on the findings of the Respond 
Project’s country reports on Turkey and Greece (Gökalp-Aras 2021 and Papa-

tzani et al. 2020), prospective cooperation between two countries will likely 

be realized under the EU frameworks such as the EU-Turkey Statement of 

March 2016, the EU Facility for Refugees in Turkey (FRiT), and the new 

migration pact (E3). 

The expert opinions summarized above point out to the need for cooper-

ative engagement to manage cross-boundary crises and establish cooperative 

transnational mechanisms in resolving these crises. It is believed that cooper-

ation on migration can be a starting point for resolving other disputes between 

the parties. 

What follows is a list of policy recommendations to guide Greek and 

Turkish decision-makers to address the problems of migration and asylum, 

which we consider to be a cross-boundary issue.

1. To develop a working system for cooperation:
• A bi-national working group should be established to evaluate the 

progress since March 2016. Many reports and academic articles are 

evaluating the outcome of the so-called refugee deal with Turkey. 

Most of the evaluation reports were written from the perspective of 
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Brussels. However, what we need is to listen to Turkish and Greek 

officials and civil society. Before renewing the agreement with Turkey 

and implementing the New Migration Pact, problematic areas, chal-

lenges, and best practices should be identified.

2. To minimize the human cost:
• Besides the agreement between the EU and Turkey, Turkey and Greece 

should agree to cooperate on the following issues: control of the bor-

ders (both land and sea borders); return and readmission procedures; 

and prevention of pushbacks.

• Turkish and Greek officials need to ensure that the right to asylum and 

commitment to non-refoulement is protected. Within the context of 
the New Migration Pact, both EU institutions and the member states 

should assume responsibility and help Greece to empty the refugee 

camps on the islands.

• The EU should continue its financial support to Turkey towards im-

proving the lives of Syrians under temporary protection and non-Syri-

an irregular migrants in Turkey. For example, all the regular and irreg-

ular migrants in Turkey should get their anti-Covid-19 vaccinations 

with the European funds.

• Since municipalities play an essential role in the field as service provid-

ers, the EU should ensure that a certain amount of the resources will be 

transferred to support local governments in both Turkey and Greece.

3. Toward further cooperation:
• Both Turkey and Greece are sub-migration systems. They possess 

many similarities. For them working together and jointly proposing 

solutions at the EU level will be more effective than not doing so. 

The same goes for finding political solutions in the states of origin, 

namely Syria and Afghanistan. Turkey and Greece should develop a 

joint proposal for the stability of Afghanistan and Syria, which are the 

principal refugee sending countries. As NATO member states, Turkey 

and Greece can be partners in regional conflict resolution and conflict 

prevention efforts to prevent mass movements from war-torn states.
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The Migration Crisis at the 

Evros/Meriç border: 
An Analysis on the Coverage of Greek and 

Turkish News Portals  

Ioanna M. Kostopoulou and Alaaddin F. Paksoy 

Abstract

Towards the end of February 2020, tens of thousands of people headed to the Greek-Turk-
ish border at Evros/Meriç, after Turkish authorities announced that they would no longer 
be preventing refugees and migrants from crossing the border into the EU. In reaction 
to this situation, the Greek authorities responded by closing the borders and announcing 
that they would not allow people to seek asylum in Greece and would be sending them 
back to Turkey. Widespread disinformation and the arrival of thousands of migrants in a 
few days caused tensions at the border, creating a new migration crisis along the Evros/
Meriç border, being the top story for more than a week on the media agenda. Howev-
er, the media agenda changed when the Covid-19 pandemic became alarming for both 
countries. This paper seeks to unveil how the Greek and the Turkish media covered the 
crisis, which took place at the border zone between 28 February and 11 March 2020. 
For this purpose, news items from eight news portals, both pro-government and the op-
position, from Greece (kathimerini.gr, eleftherostypos.gr, efsyn.gr, tanea.gr) and Turkey 
(sabah.com.tr, sozcu.com.tr, hurriyet.com.tr, T24.com.tr) were selected and analyzed in 
a codebook. The empirical work, which is based on content analysis, aims to assess the 
media coverage of the two countries during the crisis, by answering the research ques-
tion: “How do Greek and Turkish news portals portray the migration crisis at the Evros/
Meriç River?” 

Keywords: Migration, Refugees, Greece, Turkey, Crisis Reporting 
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INTRODUCTION

On 27 February 2020, the Syrian Air Force attacked a Turkish Army 

brigade in Idlib. Following the air raid, the Turkish government announced 

that it would open its Greek border for refugees who would like to migrate 

to Europe. A Turkish official statement argued “the migrants were now also 

Europe’s and the world’s problem” and Turkey decided to relax its border 
controls at the Turkish-Greek land border “because it had not received enough 

support in hosting about 3.7 million Syrian refugees”. (BBC News 2020) 

Thousands of asylum-seekers, migrants and refugees headed to the border 

city of Edirne and started waiting at the border by the Evros/Meriç River. The 

move stimulated Greece to increase the security standards at its borders as 

the Greek government announced that it would not allow anyone to illegally 

enter the country. The tension at the border was exacerbated by statements by 
politicians from the EU, Greece, and Turkey that blamed each other for the 

crisis. (Enria and Gerwens 2020).  

At the time, the media’s role in providing information about the crisis 

was central. However, Europe’s “refugee or migration crisis” was not a new 

phenomenon. It was first recorded in 2015, when the media, national and 

international, reported on the biggest movement of people across borders. 

(Georgiou and Zaborowski 2017, 4) Covering crises is one of the most dif-

ficult tasks for today’s media. When crises occur, the news media plays an 

important role not just in informing the public about what is happening, but 

also in moulding public opinion regarding who is to blame for causing them. 

These difficulties stem from the large amount of available information and the 

necessity to keep track of multiple sources. (An and Gower 2009; Iyengar and 

Kinder 1987)  Once again in 2020, the mainstream media’s informational role 

remained paramount and critical in understanding what was happening at the 

Greek-Turkish border.

The paper seeks to discuss how the Greek and the Turkish news portals 

reported on the crisis along the Evros/Meriç River between 28 February and 

11 March 2020. The research was conducted by performing qualitative con-
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tent analysis and a codebook was created for the empirical work of the anal-

ysis of the news items. The analysis is based on the research question: “how 
do Greek and Turkish news portals portray the migration crisis by the Evros/

Meriç River?”. The question evaluates the news items as an example of crisis 
reporting and analyzes the coverage by looking at the items’ general tone and 

the usage of adjectives, labels, and actors in the news texts.

The research sample includes eight news portals, four from Greece 

(kathimerini.gr, eleftherostypos.gr, efsyn.gr, tanea.gr) and four from Turkey 

(sabah.com.tr, sozcu.com.tr, hurriyet.com.tr, T24.com.tr), which were chosen 

by considering their popularity and their different political stances. Kathimeri-

ni and Elefetherostypos are considered to be pro-government and center-right 

oriented news portals, which also exist as daily political newspapers since 
the 19th century. The other two news portals, Efimerida ton Syntakton (Efsyn) 

and Ta Nea, can be said to be oppositional and center-left oriented media or-

ganizations. Ta Nea was founded almost 90 years ago and has been Greece’s 

best-selling newspaper for decades. Efsyn is a cooperative daily newspaper, 

which was first published in 2012. It supports political theses of the left and 

center-left and prioritizes the reporting of human rights, humanitarian, and 

refugee issues. 

The news portals from Turkey that can be perceived as pro-govern-

ment and leaning to the center-right are Sabah and Hürriyet. Both papers 

have been widely circulated titles in the last 30-40 years. Their news portal 

editions are also popular and are two of the most read news websites. The 

other two portals are oppositional news organizations. Sözcü can be eval-

uated as a secular-nationalist and widely read newspaper and news portal. 

T24 is relatively a young alternative media initiative and receives attention 

from young and white-collar readers. The portal does not have a paper ver-

sion and it can be categorized within the left-leaning editorial line which 

priorities coverage on human rights, women’s rights, and issues related to 

refugees.  

The sample of the research consists of the exact days of the develop-

ments at the Evros/Meriç River between 28 February and 11 March 2020. 
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Therefore, the sample starts with the day of the announcement made by the 

Turkish Government, stating that Turkey would not stop refugees trying to 

cross the border into Greece. The sample ends with the day when Covid-19 

took center stage both in Turkey and in Greece and the refugee issue lost its 

momentum in the media agenda. Hence, all news items published between 

28 February and 11 March 2020 were included and analyzed in the code-

book. 

In addition to Google Search’s News tab, which was used with advanced 

settings, the search option of the news portals was also used. The aforemen-

tioned dates were chosen and the keywords “refugees”, “migrants”, “Evros” 

in Greek and Turkish were used to reach the data set.

BACKGROUND

The Syrian refugee crisis is the largest refugee and displacement crisis 

since the Second World War. Turkey, apart for hosting the largest propor-

tion of Syrian refugees estimated at approximately 3.6 million people, also 

serves as one of the key transit countries in many refugee routes towards 

Europe. (UNHCR 2021) Greek-Turkish relations had already been beset 

by complications for centuries. The war in Syria unavoidably affected 

Greek-Turkish relations and a new challenge was added to the list of dif-

ferences between the two countries. The summer of 2015 saw the peak of 

irregular migration towards Europe. The so-called Balkan Route became 

porous, and refugees arrived in Western European countries via Turkey, 

Greece, and other Balkan countries. The issue became the most popular 

topic in the EU agenda. 

Thereby, Turkey and the EU agreed on a statement of cooperation on 

the migration crisis in 2016. This agreement was aimed at reducing the high 

number of refugees who arrived in Europe in 2015 and attempted to regu-

late the flows from Turkey to the Greek islands. (Arribas 2016) Meanwhile, 

Greece, which is attempting to recover from its decade-long economic woes, 

has taken on the role of Europe’s gatekeeper. While the number of migrants 
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coming to Greece surged dramatically in 2018, resulting in extreme con-

gestion and filthy conditions in refugee and migrant camps, the EU-Turkey 

Agreement has kept some 16,000 people in situ in the Greek islands. (Enria 

and Gerwens 2020)

Consequently, the agreement was not able to deter all problems related 

to the migration crisis between Turkey and Greece. Turkey blamed the EU by 

claiming that it follow through with its obligations. The EU and, principal-

ly Greece, were concerned about Turkey’s insufficient control of its coastal 

borders. In 2020, the Pazarkule/Kastanies checkpoint at the Turkish-Greek 

border, just by the Evros/Meriç River  became the new focal point of tension. 

Turkish authorities claimed that the EU did not transfer the agreed upon sum 

of 6 billion Euros to Turkey and, therefore, did not keep to the agreement 

signed on 18 March 2016. (Anadolu Ajansı 2020) 

Also, the rising tensions in the city of Idlib in Syria were becoming a 

cause for concern for Turkey regarding a “new refugee wave”. (BBC News 

2019) Lastly, the attack against a Turkish Army brigade in Idlib by the Syrian 

Air Force in February 2020 triggered a change in Turkey’s migration policy 

leading it to lessen the control at its western borders. Consequently, the mas-

sive media interest in the agenda-changing phenomena emerged just before 

the world was globally hit by the Covid-19 pandemic. The section that fol-

lows focusses on how the news portals in Greece and Turkey portrayed the 

crisis at the border by the Evros/Meriç River.

DISCUSSION: FINDINGS FROM THE GREEK AND TURKISH 
NEWS PORTALS

According to Table 1 below, 240 news items published on the Greek 

news portals, which cover the events that took place on the Greek-Turkish 

border of Evros/Meriç, between 28 February and 11 March 2020 were ana-

lyzed. Kathimerini is the news portal with the most news items (92), while 

the other three news portals, Efsyn, Eleftherostypos and Ta Nea, have about 

50 news items each. 
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Table 1: Distribution of the analyzed news items on Greek news portals

News items/ 

Portal & date
efsyn.gr eleftherostypos.gr kathimerini.gr tanea.gr Total 

28 February 2 4 8 3 17

29 February 6 3 9 2 20

1 March 4 1 6 2 13

2 March 2 4 9 6 21

3 March 4 7 16 2 29

4 March 2 7 9 4 22

5 March 1 4 7 6 15

6 March 6 8 3 10 27

7 March 6 4 8 4 22

8 March 3 3 3 2 11

9 March 5 3 6 3 17

10 March 2 1 2 2 7

11 March 7 1 6 2 16

Total 50 50 92 48 240

Table 2 reflects 153 news items published on the Turkish news portals, 

which cover the events that took place on the Greek-Turkish border of Evros/

Meriç, between 28 February and 11 March 2020 which were analyzed by the 

author. Sabah and Sözcü are the news portals with the most news items (50 per 

portal) while Hürriyet and T24 published 28 and 25 news items respectively. 

Table 2: Distribution of the analyzed news items on Turkish news portals

News items/ 

Portal & date
sabah.com.tr sozcu.com.tr hurriyet.com.tr T24.com.tr Total

28 February 9 6 2 3 20

29 February 2 7 3 7 19

1 March 5 4 2 5 16

2 March 9 10 4 3 26

3 March 5 2 3 3 13

4 March 7 3 2 2 14

5 March 2 8 2 1 13

6 March 4 1 3 - 8

7 March 1 3 - 1 5

8 March - 2 2 - 4

9 March 2 3 2 - 7

10 March 2 1 1 - 4

11 March 2 - 2 - 4

Total 50 50 28 25 153
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What follows is a discussion of how the Greek and the Turkish news 

portals covered and portrayed the refugee crisis at Evros/Meriç border be-

tween 28 February and 11 March 2020. The following common characteris-

tics arise according to the news items that were collected and analyzed from 

both Greece and Turkey.

First, the type of coverage is highlighted. That is, in most of the Greek 

and Turkish portals, it is obviously negative and directed against one of the 

two countries, while some portals describe a “war” scene, blaming corre-

spondingly Greece or Turkey. Some of the portals maintained a neutral tone 

while reporting. However, a positive aspect of the coverage is difficult to 

discern due to the unstoppable nature of the crisis. Regarding the use of the 

language, the use of militaristic language is the obvious common characteris-

tic. Journalistic clichés and expressions, puns, and irony are some of the other 
characteristics of the news items about the coverage. Among the news portals, 

the prominence of the words “refugees”, “migrants”, “illegal entries”, and 

words that derive from the political orientation of the news portals from both 

Greece and Turkey, were observed.  

According to the findings, some of the Greek and the Turkish news por-

tals used international news agencies and sources to describe the situation at 

the border, while others preferred to depend only on local and national me-

dia organizations, official government statements as well as those of political 

leaders, as well as the EU position. This can again be explained according to 
the political inclinations of the news portals. 

The use of the terms “fake news”, “disinformation” and “propaganda” 

were observed in all eight news portals. Only two of the Greek news portals 

(Efsyn and Ta Nea) analyzed further the killing of Muhammad Gulzar, one of 

the casualties of the border crisis, while the Turkish Sabah and Hürriyet news 

portals claimed there were more killings. Only the Greek portals Efsyn and Ta 

Nea commented on the existence of a “secret detention center for migrants” 
along the Evros/Meriç border.
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THE GREEK NEWS PORTALS 

Efsyn.gr

Efsyn, a left-wing news portal, reported on the border crisis by trying to 

maintain a neutral tone, without adding further aggressive language on the 

actors of the crisis, especially about Turkey, and without abusing the use of 

militaristic language. Most items were predominately characterized by a neu-

tral use of the language. The use of some words such as “explosive”, “bar-
rage”, “pressure”, “risk”, indicate the intensity of the incidents. (efsyn-1-2) 

The use of some puns such as “kleftopolemos” (efsyn-10), “oriental bazaars” 

and “sultan” was evidenced. These “orientalize” the refugees and the other 

side of the border (efsyn-44). In the first instance, it is described a “war” 

scene by making a parallelism with a Greek military tactic during the Greek 

War of Independence of 1821 against the Turks; while in the second case, the 

text refers to the bad communication between the EU and Turkey and that the 
Turkish President Erdoğan, “continues misusing the millions of refugees and 
migrants he hosts in his country” (efsyn-44). 

According to the findings, Efsyn mainly used the word “refugees”, and 

sometimes “migrants”, to refer to the “thousands of desperate people who re-

main trapped in Evros”, “victims not only of Turkish propaganda but also of 

the Greek actions”. (efsyn-6-7) Many news items presented and highlighted, 

via the reports of international news agencies, how Syrian refugees arrived 

at the Greek-Turkish border motivated by the misinformation of the Turkish 

government and the media. (efsyn-11-22-32) There are also items that indicate 

a “humanitarian drama” blaming the decisions taken by all sides – Greece, 

Turkey, and the EU. (efsyn-14) Efsyn reported on the issue of human rights, 

while it highlighted the reaction of the international community in favor of the 

protection of human life. (efsyn-17-28-49)

According to the findings, Efsyn seems to have covered the border crisis 

both by sending its own reporter to the field and by presenting coverage and 

photo reportages by international news and photo agencies (efsyn-4-41-50). 

Efsyn covered the “symbolic move” of the Greek Prime Minister who togeth-

er with European Officials visited the Evros/Meriç border (efsyn-16), with 
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the support of some European leaders such as Angela Merkel (efsyn-37) and 

FRONTEX’s announcements. (efsyn-15) Efsyn also covered President Er-

doğan’s statements, who said, “The doors are now open, share the burden” 
(referring to the EU), while sometimes mocking the EU by referring to a 

“Solidarity in words only”. (efsyn-14)

The news items that are worthy of analysis and were presented through 

the reports of the international news agencies, are those that referred to the 

loss of human life and violations of human rights, combined with underlying 

the extensive us of “fake news”. Efsyn presented “the killing of Muhammad 

Gulzar” and the existence of a “secret detention center for migrants” on the 
Evros/Meriç bordr through testimonies, satellite photos, maps, on-site report-

ing, and the use of electronic tools of spatial analysis by Sky News, Reuters 

and The New York Times and by providing the Greek government’s statements 

on the issue. (efsyn-20-21-41-50)

Eleftherostypos.gr

According to the news items that were analyzed, Eleftherostypos, one of 

the center-right oriented Greek news portals, seemed to present the facts with 

a lack of a neutral tone, while the heavy use of the militaristic language led 

the readers to believe that the two countries were in a state of war. Titles such 

as “Greece shields Evros”, “Scene of war in Evros: Wild incidents at the bor-
der with migrants”, “Nonstop thriller in Evros”, “Blockade of 2,867 people” 

are some demonstrative examples. (eleftherostypos-2-6-35) Eleftherostypos, 

in comparison with Efsyn, used primarily the words “migrants” and “illegal 

entries”, and only occasionally the word “refugees”. (eleftherostypos-1-6-15) 

Furthermore, it focused on the number of attempts of the refugees to enter 

Greece by publishing that there were “38,500 attempts to enter illegally”. 

(eleftherostypos-27)

Eleftherostypos seems to have covered the crisis at the Greek-Turkish 

border via the use of reports and photo reportages that were mainly from oth-

er Greek media agencies. (eleftherostypos-20-29-33) However, some stories 

came from its own reporter on the ground with the most characteristic being a 

reference to those “who guard Thermopylae”. (eleftherostypos-42) Also, many 
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of its news items were accompanied by unaccredited photos. (eleftherosty-

pos-8-10-13) In fact, most stories in the portal included the Greek govern-

ment’s statements and primarily the military actions to keep the border closed, 

aiming to boost the Greek national sentiment. (eleftherostypos-4-5-7-9-44) In 

several items, it was highlighted that “Greece defending an asymmetric threat 

at the European borders” (eleftherostypos-30), that “Turks pull the strings” 

(eleftherostypos-40), and that “the EU categorically rejects the use of migra-

tion pressure by Turkey for political purposes” (eleftherostypos-32), while 

supporting Greece. (eleftherostypos-10-24-49) 

Eleftherostypos also made use of the terms “fake news” and “propa-

ganda” differently from Efsyn’s approach. It focused on how the Greek’s 

Government’s spokesperson contradicted “The killing of a migrant at the 

Greek-Turkish border”, which was first presented in an article in the Ger-

man magazine “Der Spiegel”, focusing on the Turkish “disinformation cam-

paigns”. (eleftherostypos-46) Finally, Eleftherostypos referred to Erdoğan’s 
“delirium” and “provocation”, who likened Greeks with Nazis by stating that 

“What the Greeks did is similar to what the Nazis did. It makes no differ-

ence”. (eleftherostypos-50)

Kathimerini.gr

Kathimerini presented the facts in a remarkably neutral tone, without 

adding any additional aggressive connotations on the actors of the crisis. Most 

news items in the sample are characterized by careful use of language, with no 

puns or irony, as was sometimes the case in Efsyn’s coverage, that could add 

more tension to an already tense context. (kathimerini-3-8-10) Furthermore, 

both the words “refugees” and “migrants” were used (kathimerini-3-8-35), 

with no mention of “illegal entries”, as was the case with Eleftherostypos, 

and with very few words that could invoke a “war” scenario. (kathimeri-

ni-12-55-87)

Kathimerini seems to have covered the crisis at the Greek-Turkish bor-

der by presenting reports and stories mostly by specific Greek media agen-

cies. (kathimerini-34-54) Although some stories were written by its own 

reporters in situ (kathimerini-19-21-35) and others made us of international 
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media sources. (kathimerini-6-12-29) In most news items, Kathimerini pre-

sented the Greek government’s and the EU’s statements and actions. (kathi-

merini-22-24-41-81) It also included interviews that made reference to the 

situation at the border with various Greek Ministers and relevant military per-

sonnel. (kathimerini-4-15-20) Finally, yet importantly, Kathimerini used the 

term “fake news” in the context of presenting the statement of the Greek Gov-

ernment’s representative with regard to Turkey’s actions. (kathimerini-53) 

Tanea.gr

Ta Nea’s news coverage of the crisis culminated between a neutral ap-

proach to a negative one. Most of the news items were characterized by words 

and expressions that contributed to the heightened tense atmosphere while 
describing the incidents as a “war” scene. Some characteristic examples in-

clude: “alarm signalled in Evros”, “police and military forces are on alert in 
Evros”, “battles in Evros between refugees and migrants on the one hand and 

the Greek forces on the other”, “war scene at the border crossing point in 

Kastanies of Evros”. (tanea-8-12-15-16) The portal used many negative ad-

jectives and aggressive connotations against Turkey, while the use of the mil-

itaristic language was remarkably heavy-handed. In most of its news items, it 

was highlighted that “Turkey is entering a new round of escalating tensions” 

and that it “weaponizes impoverished refugees and migrants to blackmail Eu-

rope and to secure more money for those living in the Turkish camps”. (ta-

nea-19-20)

According to the findings, Ta Nea used both the words “refugees” and 

“migrants”, as Kathimerini did (tanea-7-25-34). However, it also highlight-

ed that the Greek government “will no longer allow any illegal entry into 

the country” (tanea-5) and that Turkey “pushes, with unprecedented cyni-

cism and analgesia, tens of thousands of refugees towards Europe, trapping 

them at the given time on the border with Greece, resulting in absolute cha-

os”. (tanea-18-41) Ta Nea presented all the statements made by the Greek 

government, military personnel, and those stressing the EU’s support. (ta-

nea-10-17-33-48) Finally, yet importantly, it reported on how the users of 

Twitter used the hashtags “#IstandwithGreece”, “#Greece_under_attack” (ta-
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nea-8), how Turkey used “smartphones to guide refugees at the borderline” 

(tanea-2), and the role of fake news and disinformation. (tanea-43)

THE TURKISH NEWS PORTALS 

Sabah.com.tr

The Sabah news portal is an openly pro-government news organization 

in Turkey. During the days of the crisis, Sabah’s coverage was heavily loaded 

with content that originated from governmental institutions or President Er-

doğan’s remarks. (Sabah-8) 

In the Turkish context, the word “göçmen” (migrant) is historically asso-

ciated with the migrants coming from the Balkans, Crete, and the Caucasus. 

(Kodaman and İpek, 2000) Syrians living in Turkey since 2011 have been 
mostly called “mülteci” (refugee) and “sığınmacı” (asylum seeker) in the me-

dia coverage. (Pandır et al 2015). However, during the Evros/Meriç River 
border crisis, the Sabah started to refer to the Syrian and other refugees in 

the region as “göçmen” (migrants). For example, in an article published on 
28 February 2020, the word “migrants” is preferred to the term “refugees” 

throughout the text. However, when the journalist talked to a refugee heading 
to Edirne at the Eskişehir bus station, the refugee defined himself as a “ref-
ugee” (the portal does not use the word migrant here) who wanted to go to 

Greece and from these go live in Germany. (Sabah-1)

Sabah sometimes used journalistic expressions that are normally re-

served for historical events or football matches in the Turkish press. One title 

read: “Migrants arrive at the European Gates”. The reference to “European 
Gates” refers to past Ottoman victories on the battlefield Ottomans or to foot-

ball matches where the Turkish side had good results against their European 

rivals. (Sabah-12) Moreover, Sabah’s coverage also employed military con-

cepts to explain the situation by the Greek border. In one instance, the portal 
used a striking word in its title which read “Landing operation to Greece”. 

This warlike rhetoric was accompanied by a photograph showing refugees 

arriving on Greek soil by boat via the Evros/Meriç river. The lead argued 

that the refugees were already arriving via land to Greece. In this context, the 
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report referred to Turkey’s Interior Minister comments that more than one 

hundred thousand refugees left Turkey as of 1 March 2020. (Sabah-2) Num-

bers were important for Sabah in the construction of its own narrative, widely 

shaped by statements by Turkish officials.

Sabah published several reports targeting the EU during the crisis where 

Greece was foregrounded while the portal blamed Germany and other Eu-

ropean countries for the occurrence of the refugee crisis on the land border 

between Greece and Turkey. (Sabah-6) Reports with headlines referring to the 

EU’s position during the crisis were usually connected with the word “fear”, 

in that the EU was scared and looking for cooperation with Turkey by offer-

ing more money to Turkey to find a solution to the crisis, according to Sabah. 

(Sabah-10)

Sabah emphatically referred to the rubber bullets, tear gas, and sound 

bombs used by Greek border guards in almost all its reports. (Sabah-19) As 

the tension rose at the border and between the two countries, the portal also 

escalated its news coverage. Sabah claimed that the Greek soldiers killed two 

migrants. The relevant title alluded to “cruelty” and “murder”. The paper also 

argued that Greek soldiers seized migrants’ money and clothes and sent them 

back to Turkey in their underwear. (Sabah-13) Another item used the title 

“Barbarism” in a story about the half-naked migrants who were sent back by 

the Greek police. The report claimed that Greek police removed the migrants’ 

clothes while beating and whipping them. The author of the report claimed 

that the cruelty of Greek police was reminiscent of Nazi actions. (Sabah-25)

Sözcü.com.tr

Sözcü is fundamentally an opposition newspaper. As opposed to Sabah, 

Sözcü prefered to use the word “refugee” instead of “migrant”. The paper in-

sisted on the word “refugee” even if the news item came from a news agency 

that used the word “migrant”. Sözcü was relatively mild in its criticism of 

Greece in contrast to Sabah who covered similar topics in a more sensational 

manner. For instance, Sözcü used the statement “Greek security guards’ pres-

sure” (Sözcü-2) and presented the actions of Greek border guards as “precau-

tions”. (Sözcü-5) 
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One news item published by Sözcü was on the bus stop in Istanbul used by 

refugees who wanted to go to the Greek border. The title read “Refugees’ journey 

for hope is continuing” with the item including some comments bya refugee who 

said that “Turkey is dirty. No money here. That is why we are leaving. Turkey 

is poor”. (Sözcü-15) While another refugee is quoted as saying similar things by 

stating that unemployment in Turkey is the reason why he and others want to 

migrate to Germany. Besides, Sözcü’s critical anti-government political stance is 

reflected in the quote from a bus driver: “If we did this job in the past, we would 
be jailed. Now we drive the refugees to the border and the police do not say any-

thing”. (Sözcü-15) Sözcü wrote about the volunteer fishermen who offered free 

boat ride to the refugees by claiming that according to the fishermen it was now 

the European states’ turn to worry. Some other fishermen suggested that the refu-

gees were “the headache of Turkey”. Interestingly, Sözcü’s editorial line reflected 

these comments as some sort of positive news for Turkey. (Sözcü-16)

Sözcü was remarkably weak in its coverage of the crisis. Most news 

items referred to the comments of the political elites or they were simply pre-

pared by news agencies. (Sözcü-23) The portal did not use precise language 

regarding the shootings at the border; in fact, in contrast to Sabah’s coverage, 

Sözcü referred to the “alleged” shootings. The paper also covered how Greek 

officials responded to those allegations (Sözcü-34) and how they rejected the 

Turkish claims that thousands of refugees had gained entry to Greece; thereby 

the portal questioned the claims of the Turkish Interior Minister that many 

thousands had entered Greece. (Sözcü-38) 

Hürriyet.com.tr

While the first movements to the border were underway, Hürriyet also 

began to use the term “migrants” (göçmenler) instead of “refugees” (mülte-

ciler) for the people gathering by the Evros/Meriç River. Hürriyet’s cover-

age presented the harsh conditions experienced by the migrants at the border 
while the portal continuously highlighted the violence used by the Greek se-

curity forces. Some news items referred to the remarkably harsh examples of 
“the relentless approach” of the Greek security forces to counter the migrants. 

One item even claimed that the Greek police removed the shoes and socks 



The Migration Crisis at the Evros/Meriç border

— 65 —

of babies and children and send them back to Turkey barefoot. (Hürriyet-15) 

Another report claimed that Greek soldiers beat migrant children and women. 

In one story, it was reported that a migrant claimed that even a pregnant wom-

an was exposed to violence by Greek border guards. (Hürriyet-28) Hürriyet’s 

visual choices also empowered its narrative about the violence. In one story, 

the photos used by the portal were photo-journalistically powerful as they re-

minded the reader of a torture camp. The news item claimed that the migrants 

were beaten by Greek security forces and then sent back to Turkey while all 

migrants were in semi-naked condition as they were forced by the Greek se-

curity forces to remove their clothing. (Hürriyet-8)

Another report published in the last days of the crisis dealt with the pos-

sible legal actions against the human rights violations at the border. The main 

protagonist of the story is Metin Feyzioğlu, the president of The Union of 
Turkish Bar Associations, who claimed that the Union would file a suit to 

the European Court of Human Rights and sue the Greek Government for hu-

man rights violations at the border. Feyzioğlu claimed that Greece’s actions 
at the border amounted to “oppression” while he also pejoratively referred to 

Greece as “the spoilt child of Europe”. (Hürriyet-7)

While criticizing the Greeks for the events at the Evros/Meriç River, 

Hürriyet justified its critical stance by putting forth two interesting reports 

from the historical archives. The first was about the Greek migrants in Syria 

during the Nazi invasion of Greece. The report blames the Greeks of today 

and claims that they have forgotten their past, including the time they were 

themselves seeking refuge elsewhere during WWII. (Hürriyet-22) With a 

similar leitmotif, the second story was about the former Greek prime minister 

Konstantinos Mitsotakis, the father of Greece’s current prime minister Kyria-

kos Mitsotakis, who at the time of the military junta in Greece, he escaped to 

Turkey. (Hürriyet-24)

T24.com.tr

T24’s coverage of the crisis was generally superficial. Most reports were 

produced from the content of news agencies. Although it is a left-leaning news 

portal, T24 did not give enough importance to the humanitarian event at the 
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border. Thus, the portal presented limited material for analysis and contribu-

tion to this study. Among these restricted findings, one report had a different 

stance. In contrast with most of the news coverage in the research sample, 

one report asked a meaningful question: “why migrants do not want to live in 
Turkey?” The item quoted an expert on migration studies and claimed that mi-
grants are not happy with working and housing conditions in Turkey, a point 

which was mostly overlooked by the other portals. The item also referred to 

the possibility that some Syrians are content with living in Turkey and would 

not prefer to move to EU countries even if access to them were possible. The 

expert claimed that this had to do with the socio-cultural ties that had been 
created by the Syrians living in Turkey. (T24-6) T24’s main difference from 

the other Turkish portals in the sample is that also covered the voice of Syrian 

migrants who were not happy with their lives in Turkey. (T24-14-25)

SUGGESTIONS AND FINAL RECOMMENDATIONS

The findings from our study demonstrate the complexity of the challeng-

es associated with the media coverage of the refugee/migration crisis at the 

Evros/Meriç border and the complexity within the context of Greek-Turkish 
and Turkey-EU relations. The challenges, which relate to the media coverage, 

could be assessed according to the crisis reporting context, the political par-
allelism in the Greek and Turkish news portals, and the constructive stance of 

the news media of Greece and Turkey. 

Crisis reporting context

As part of hard news reporting, crisis reporting is a field where essential 

journalistic standards, such as objectivity, detachment, and impartiality, are 

continually tested. (Tumber 2006) Nonetheless, among journalistic genres, 

crisis reporting has a high level of legitimacy (Allan and Zelizer 2004: 4) and 
is thus a realm in which any break with the professional ideology becomes 

visible. Journalists covering crises must reconcile the conflict between jour-

nalism’s traditional normative conceptions and the committed narrative that 

underpins the concept of witnessing. (Papadopoulos and Pantti 2013; Tumber 

2006; Glück 2016)
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Journalists and the media had once again to cover rapidly developing 

stories during the humanitarian crisis at the Evros/Meriç border. According to 

the findings, some reporting showed familiarity with covering humanitarian 

crises, but others did not, thereby exacerbating the already tense atmospher-
ics. Therefore, the preparation for covering such incidents and the training of 

the staff on how to approach sensitive and humanitarian issues, should have 

been and should be a priority of the media organizations and the journalists 

themselves. 

Political parallelism in the Greek and Turkish news portals 

The media’s coverage of the Evros/Meriç crisis was inextricably linked to 
Greece’s and Turkey’s governmental decision-making. According to the find-

ings, the mainstream political narratives were reflected in the journalistic cov-

erage of the news portals of both countries. It was observed that most presented 

the crisis through the statements and the stance of each government, always 

referring to the EU’s position on the issue, and always accusing the other side 

of using hate speech, aggressive, and militaristic language. However, primarily 

Efsyn, among all the news portals, reported on the crisis by presenting how the 

international media covered the incidents and by using a more sympathetic and 

“humanitarian” language towards the refugees at the border. 

The Constructive stance of the news media of Greece and Turkey

The dynamics shaping the media environment of any country is com-

plicated. The key to having a more trustable media ecosystem is related to 

the quality of democracy in the country. The ideal media coverage about the 

relations of two countries that have crucial political differences requires a free 

media system. The tenser the state of political relations between Greece and 

Turkey, the more antagonistic is the media coverage. The deadlock should be 

broken by more empathetic and understanding journalists, media manage-

ment structures, and politicians paving the way for a better media environ-

ment and healthier democratic structures. This can be provided by increasing 

the cooperation opportunities between Greek and Turkish media workers, art-

ists, NGOs, think tanks, and academics.
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The news media of both Greece and Turkey should have a constructive 

stance instead of blaming and demonizing each other in the context of the issues 
related to irregular migration. The irregular migration issue itself is usually cov-

ered during humanitarian crises. Therefore, the media professionals should be 

aware of the harsh conditions that people are facing in the crisis zone. In other 

words, both the Greek and Turkish media should play the role of conciliator, 

instead of that of the provoker while producing content about migration issues.

CONCLUSION

The coverage of the migration crisis at the Evros/Meriç border on the 

Greek news portals showed that politics played a crucial role in the way the 

media reported on the issue. Five years since the refugee/migration crisis of 

2015, the news portals, which were analyzed for this study, did not agree on 

how to characterize the people at the border, who were struggling to enter an 

EU country: “refugees”, “migrants” or “illegal entries”. It is obvious that each 
news portal reported on the crisis according to its political/ideological stance 

– either right-wing and against the “illegal entries” or left-wing by focusing 

on a new “humanitarian drama”. 

The analysis of the Turkish news portals showed that the coverage was 

highly affected by the political atmosphere and the discourse used by politi-

cians. The border crisis even led to a change in how the Turkish media refers 

to the refugees. A refugee could stay in a place for a long period of time and 

might even be permanently settled but the new term “göçmen” (migrant) in 

the Turkish media discourse tells us that now these people are on the move 

and that they are heading to the West.

As a final noteworthy point, some reports in the Greek portals referred 

to the new fences built at the Evros/Meriç border (Efsyn and Ta Nea) which 

was portrayed as a solution to curb migration to Greece. The construction of 

a well can be intimidating to migrants but one should also consider that the 

physical existence of strong fences and barriers could increase the political 
and psychological division between Greece and Turkey. Moreover, protecting 

the land border with the erection of fences or high walls could imply that the 
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Greeks are distancing themselves from the Hellenic heritage of Asia Minor 

and contributing to the alienation of Modern Greece from the antiquity of 

Anatolia and Eastern Thrace.
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Abstract

Acknowledging the vital role of women in conflict prevention and given the current ur-
gency in fostering a mechanism to ease tensions between Greece and Turkey, this policy 
paper argues for 1) the inclusion of Greek and Turkish women and 2) the adoption of a 
gender dimension, in all diplomatic and grass roots efforts. The paper provides a litera-
ture review on the role of women in peace and security, before it examines their partici-
pation in the Greek-Turkish context. It will assess women’s participation in diplomatic ef-
forts since 1996, examining whether they have occupied a prominent role in government, 
embassies, or official negotiations. It will also discuss a case study of a female-led peace 
and security related civil society organization for Turkish-Greek relations to discover 
best practices in trust-building activities. Ultimately, this policy paper aims to contribute 
to the discussion on the missing role of women from both Greece and Turkey in official re-
lations. It also provides some concrete recommendations on how to better include women 
in conflict prevention, management, and resolution.

Keywords: Greece, Turkey, Women, WPS, foreign policy, international relations, inter-
national security, crisis, conflict, diplomacy, trust-building, civil society
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INTRODUCTION

Greek - Turkish relations have deteriorated in recent years, over, among 

other issues, migration, hydrocarbons, and a divergent understanding of ter-

ritorial boundaries. At a time when tensions are high, open channels of com-

munication and diplomacy are ever more urgent. The United Nations Secu-

rity Council Resolution S/RES/1325 that was adopted on 31 October 2000, 

reaffirms the important role that women play in the prevention and resolution 

of conflicts, and prompts all actors to pursue a gender-balanced approach in 

terms of participation and women’s full involvement in all efforts for the pro-

motion of peace and security. To that end, this policy paper addresses the role 

of females in trust-building, diplomatic and conflict management processes 

between Turkey and Greece from 1996-2020 and explores ways in which an 
increase in the female participation in crisis diplomacy can provide added 

value to future exploratory talks and negotiations between the two countries.

We first provide a brief background to Greek-Turkish relations since 

1996. Second, we discuss relevant literature findings to understand why the 

absence of women mediators in Turkish-Greek relations is both a human 

rights issue as well as an issue in terms of the effectiveness of trust-building 

and crisis diplomacy between the two countries. Our third section discusses 

the findings of our content analysis of over fifty reports, documents, official 

statements, newspaper articles and images on the exploratory talks between 
Greece and Turkey since 1996. In our last section, we will provide several 

policy recommendations for those concerned with Greece and Turkey’s bilat-

eral relations and argue that it is not just an increase in women’s participation 

that is needed, but also the inclusion of a gender dimension in all activities 

pertaining to Greek-Turkish relations.

BACKGROUND: THE CONTEXT

The relations between Greece and Turkey have been bumpy, marked by 

alternating periods of mutual hostility and reconciliation. Relations deterio-

rated after the 1950s over several events such as the 1955 Istanbul pogrom, 

the expulsion of the Istanbul Greeks in the 1960s, the 1974 Cypriot coup 
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d’état, the ongoing Cyprus dispute, the Öcalan incident, the Imia/Kardak mil-

itary crisis in 1996 and subsequent military confrontations over the Aegean 

(Karakatsanis 2014). Despite a relative normalization after 1999 with the so-

called “earthquake diplomacy,” the two neighboring NATO countries contin-

ue to be at odds over several issues, with tensions reaching high levels in the 

past few years (Yildiz 2020).

The Aegean disputes, which remain unresolved, are still a major source 

of tension and conflict in Turkish-Greek relations. The stalemate in reaching a 

settlement is liable to give rise to new frictions resulting in an acute strain on 

relations. Greece and Turkey’s differences date back to the 1970s, starting with 

the dispute over the delimitation of the continental shelf (1973) and Greece’s 

desire to extend its territorial sea to 12 nautical miles (Hurriyet Daily 2020). 
Turkey is disputing the extent of Greek national airspace; the Greek regime 
and sovereignty over islands; the delimitation of the territorial sea; the respon-

sibilities within the Athinai FIR; Greece’s jurisdiction within the search and 

rescue region under Greek responsibility; while it demands the demilitarization 

of the islands of the Eastern Aegean. The signing of the Turkish - Libyan Mem-

orandum of Understanding in 2019 added another source of contention (Dalay 

2021). Despite over 60 rounds of exploratory talks and countless meetings and 
negotiations among the two states’ leadership, Greece and Turkey remain far 

from reaching an agreement, even on the mechanism to resolve them.

BACKGROUND: THE LITERATURE

In academia, feminist security studies have focused on how gender 

plays a role in shaping foreign and security policy, theories, and ideas. Stud-

ies overwhelmingly show that the inclusion of women in trust-building and 

peace-building processes can lead to more comprehensive and inclusive 

agreements that can better reflect the needs and concerns of a society, which 

in turn lead to better peace agreements. Since the adoption of S/RES/1325, 

worldwide, women have participated in only 9% of peace negotiations (UN 

Women 2012, 4). Between 1992-2019, women represented 13% of negotia-

tors, 6% of mediators, 6% of signatories of major peace processes globally 

(Council on Foreign Relations 2020).
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This lack of female representation is indeed grave and regrettable, given 

that when women do participate in peace processes, the agreements are more 

durable and better implemented (Krause, Bränfors 2018). There is also a further 

link between gender equality, peace, and security. Where there is a greater gen-

der equality and political representation in parliaments, a country is less likely 

to be involved in wars (Caprioli 2005, Hudson et al. 2012, Fearon 2002). With 

greater gender equality, they are also less likely to resolve disputes with other 

countries through violent conflicts (Caprioli 2003). There is also evidence that 

the degree of violence in a conflict decreases when a country is more gender 

equal and where there are more female leaders (Caprioli & Boyer 2001).

Women in Foreign Policy (DPK) in Turkey recently published a paper 

titled “Women, Peace and Security Agenda in Turkey and Women in Diplo-

macy: How to Integrate the WPS Agenda in Turkish Foreign Policy” which 
interviewed a dozen diplomats, ten of whom are still on active duty. They 

provided important information regarding women’s place in the foreign min-

istry, especially within the context of the Women, Peace and Security (WPS) 
agenda. Their in-depth interviews with diplomats reflect important findings 

from the diplomats’ experiences. First, all the female diplomats interviewed 
agreed that they were “convinced that they are better at starting a dialogue 

and building communication channels with their foreign counterparts, be they 

male or female” (Alemdar and Yinanç 2021, 9). Nonetheless, what is most 

striking about Alemdar and Yinanç’s findings is that while increasing female 

representation, including in top diplomatic positions were indeed important, 

an increase in percentage does not necessarily help build a gender-sensitive 

foreign policy (Alemdar and Yinanç 2021, 8). They explain that many female 
diplomats are largely unfamiliar with S/RES/1325 (2000) and therefore do 

not make use of the WPS agenda, which would require a gender perspective 

to contribute with a difference from their male counterparts to foreign policy 

(Alemdar and Yinanç 2021, 8). As they have adapted to a patriarchal bureau-

cratic culture, none of the interviewees “seem to have looked at the issues 

through a gender lens” (Alemdar and Yinanç 2021, 8). Ultimately, this shows 

that there are two issues at hand - first: the equal representation of women in 
Greek and Turkish diplomacy, and second: the inclusion of the gender dimen-

sion in both countries’ foreign policy-making. 
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FINDINGS & DISCUSSION

Having reviewed the literature, we compared the number of women 

in leadership and ministerial positions in Greece and Turkey, as well as re-

searched the role of women in exploratory talks between the two countries. 
We found that out of the eight Greek Prime Ministers (Table 1) that were in 

power from 1996-2020, the period under consideration, not a single one was 

female. Similarly in Turkey (Table 1), out of the nine Prime Ministers that 

held the post only one was female; Tansu Çiller (1993-1996), who remained 

in power only for a few months following the Imia/Kardak crisis in 1996.

Table 1: Greek and Turkish Prime Ministers between 1996 and 20211

Greek Prime Term Turkish Prime Term

Ministers Ministers

Kyriakos Mitsotakis 2019- present Binali Yıldırım 2016-2018

Alexis Tsipras 2015-2019 Ahmet Davutoğlu 2014-2016

Antonis Samaras 2012-2015 Recep Tayyip 2003-2014

Erdoğan
Panagiotis 2012-2012 Abdullah Gül 2002-2003

Pikramenos

Loukas Papademos 2011-2012 Bülent Ecevit 1999-2002

George Papandreou 2009-2011 Mesut Yilmaz 1997-1999

Konstantinos 2004-2009 Necmettin Erbakan 1996-1997

Karamanlis

Kostas Simitis 1996-2004 Mesut Yilmaz 1996-1996

Tansu Çiller 1993-1996

This does not suggest that the leaders listed in Table 1 have not worked 

alongside women diplomats or advisors. For example, Eleni Sourani is the 
director of the current Prime Minister’s diplomatic office and very much in-

volved in the exploratory talks, meetings, and negotiations, while Alexandra 
Papadopoulou, Greece’s Ambassador to the US is also advising Mitsotakis. 

Similarly, President Erdogan has been advised by Gülnur Aybet, who is Senior 

Advisor to the President of the Republic of Turkey and member of the Presi-

dential Security and Foreign Policy Council. Moreover, in the latest round of 

1 The position of Prime Minister in Turkey ceased to exist in 2018. Recep Tayyip Erdoğan is the 
President of Turkey since 2014 and de facto leader of the country.
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exploratory talks that took place on 25 January 2021, Evgenia Kanara partic-

ipated in the meeting as part of the Greek delegation along with Pavlos Apos-

tolidis and Alexandros Kuyu. However, in our content analysis of over fifty 
open-source documents, articles, and press statements, we found that women 

were either not included in bilateral talks at all or were a significant minority 

in the delegation when included. We also found a serious data gap and trans-

parency in the identity of the delegates involved in the negotiations. On the 

other hand, as the following Table 2 suggests, both countries had respectively 

only one female Foreign Minister, a key position that allows them to shape 

policy and engage in negotiation processes. 

Table 2: Greek and Turkish Foreign Ministers between 1996 and 2021

Greek Foreign Term Turkish Foreign Term

Ministers Ministers

Nikos Dendias 2019-present Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu 2015-present

George Katrougalos 2019-2019 Feridun Sinirlioğlu 2015-2015

Alexis Tsipras 2018-2019 Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu 2014-2015

Nikos Kotzias 2015-2018 Ahmet Davutoğlu 2009-2014

Petros Molyviatis 2015-2015 Ali Babacan 2007-2009

Nikos Kotzias 2015-2015 Abdullah Gül 2003-2007

Evangelos Venizelos 2013-2015 Yaşar Yakış 2002-2003

Dimitris 
Avramopoulos

2012-2013 Şükrü Sina Gürel 2002-2002

Petros Molyviatis 2012-2012 Ismail Cem 1997-2002

Stavros Dimas 2011-2012 Tansu Çiller 1996-1997

Stavros Lambrinidis 2011-2011 Emre Gönensay 1996-1996

Dimitris Droutsas 2010-2011 Deniz Baykal 1995-1996

George Papandreou 2009-2010

Dora Bakoyannis 2006-2009

Petros Molyviatis 2004-2006

Tasos Giannitsis 2004-2004

George Papandreou 1999-2004

Theodoros Pangalos 1996-1999
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The complete historic absence of Turkish female ambassadors in Ath-

ens and the identical absence of Greek female ambassadors in Ankara also 

highlights the lack of women in decision-making and influential positions. 

Overall, 64 out of 257 (~25%) of the current Turkish ambassadors are wom-

en. This number has been increasing steadily over the last two decades; in 

2000, there were notably only 8 women ambassadors (Çetin and Yüzbaşıoğ-

lu 2021). In contrast, about 36% of the current Greek ambassadors are wom-

en, with indication of a positive change over time (Personal Communication 

2021). This indicates that we are far from achieving full equality in the field 

of diplomacy and therefore from reaping the benefits suggested by the liter-

ature. Yet, it also shows that there is gradual change in the right direction. It 

is important to remember that while equal numbers in male and female dip-

lomats are important due to the simple matter of human rights, the increase 

in the number of women ambassadors cannot be said to contribute entirely 

to the adoption of a gender dimension in the respective diplomatic policies, 

as pointed out in literature. 

Besides these findings, the proportion of seats held by women in the 

national parliament is 22% in Greece and 17% in Turkey (World Bank Open 

Data 2020). Moreover, in Greece the third stronger party (KINAL) is pres-

ently led by Fofi Gennimata, while in Turkey, the IYI Party is led by Mer-

al Aksener. This means that in each country, only one major parliamentary 

party is led by a woman. The absence of female politicians, policy-makers, 

and negotiators, particularly in Greek-Turkish diplomatic, trust-building and 

conflict management initiatives is starkly evident and regrettable. Yet, these 

findings do not indicate that dialogue and the gender dimension in conflict 

mediation between women from the two countries is lacking. On the contrary, 

there are several peace and mediation projects created by women networks, 

such as WINPEACE.



Bridging the Gaps: An Almanac for Greek-Turkish Cooperation

— 84 —

CASE STUDY: GREEK-TURKISH-CYPRIOT MEMBERS OF 
WOMEN’S INITIATIVE FOR PEACE (WINPEACE) 

Having discussed our findings on the role of (or lack of) women in 

Greece-Turkey external relations, we also examined WINPEACE as a case 
study of a bottom-up approach to further the WPS agenda in the context 
of the two countries. WINPEACE was created by Zeynep Oral (Turkey) 

and Margarita Papandreou (Greece) in the context of the Kardak/Imia crisis 
in 1996. The crisis involved a small set of islets over which both Greece 

and Turkey claimed sovereignty. On the night the crisis emerged, Margarita 

Papandreou was watching television and found that the tone of the talks 

on what to do was militaristic and “.... irresponsibly macho. I kept zap-

ping around the channels, with one purpose only: to find out if any woman 
had been asked how she felt about the situation, how it should be handled 

and what it was all about. There was none. They were talking about war! 

And, who are the true victims of war for god’s sake? Women and children.” 

(WINPEACE 2010, 9).

As a result, Papandreou wrote an open letter to the women of Turkey 

claiming that “regardless of who is responsible for the recent incidents in the 

Aegean, we urge you to join us in pressuring our governments to avoid all 

acts of provocation which might result in an armed conflict” (WINPEACE 

2010, 10). Alemdar responded to the call and invited women’s organizations 

in Turkey who were interested in jointly working with Greek women towards 

certain goals, “mainly for building a peace culture” (WINPEACE 2010, 10). 

Fifteen women from both countries representing different NGOs met on the 

Greek island of Kos and, later, in Bodrum in Spring 1998 to launch WIN-

PEACE. Of WINPEACE’s achievements, Papandreou claims that they did 

not necessarily stop a war from occurring but rather, they “started a process 

that in large part created a climate that made it impossible for a small incident 

to lead to a war. This is a great achievement” (WINPEACE 2010, 11). Oral 

clarifies this: “[...] we could point the way to resolution without violence and 
without threats. We would put all our efforts together to develop non-violent 
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solutions to all problems and tensions. We would do this using a gender anal-

ysis and women’s practical problem-solving methods. We would develop an 

atmosphere of trust and understanding between us.” (WINPEACE 2010, 11). 

This was meant to be achieved through creating common short- and long-

term projects and to adopt a different framework of mentality, “In the learning 

process, we, women from both countries, were trained by experts in conflict 
resolution” (WINPEACE 2010, 10).

The women were also engaged in several joint projects on issues such 

as the reduction of arms in Turkey and Greece, reassessing the common his-

tory, peace education, contribution of non-governmental institutions in con-

flict resolution and agro-tourism (WINPEACE 2010, 10). These statements 

from Papandreou and Oral speak volumes regarding the amount of exper-
tise and training that these women acquired in trust-building and mediation, 

throughout their activities. While their efforts were mostly a bottom-up ap-

proach rather than a top-down approach from politicians and governments, 

the amount of media activity generated by the group did not go unnoticed. 

Ultimately, two women parliamentarians from Greece and Turkey met in 

Ankara under the initiative of WINPEACE and signed a “Memorandum 

of Understanding” committing themselves to a first step of maintaining “a 

dialogue between our political parties and parliamentarians at all levels, 

starting from women politicians” (WINPEACE 2010, 54). These efforts can 

be analyzed as not only valuable for promoting peace, identifying points of 

cooperation and in political lobbying for better relations, but also in demon-

strating that trust-building between the two communities, even during a cri-

sis context, is possible. WINPEACE also demonstrates that there already 
are a large number of educated women from both communities in matters of 

peace-building and mediation which remain on the sidelines of diplomatic 

structures. 

While WINPEACE emerged in the context of the Imia/Kardak crisis, in 
the recent escalations between the two countries over the Eastern Mediterra-

nean, there was also a joint call for peace from women in Greece and Turkey 
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initiated by a women’s rights activist, Gülseren Onanç. The call expressed the 
womens’ “determination to strive for peace in the Aegean, enhance shared 

culture, and embrace solidarity and friendship despite the patriarchal sys-

tem that threatens the world” and was signed by more than 350 women (BIA 

News Desk 2020). In contrast to WINPEACE, the call for peace did not gar-

ner attention from political representatives or large news organisations. Yet, 

the sheer number of signatures from the two countries’ women demonstrated 

once again their contempt for the recent escalations and militarisation, and 

their willingness to resolve differences through constructive dialogue and 

peaceful means.

It can therefore be said that women activists and civil society groups 

do aim to prevent conflict between Greece and Turkey and to build bridg-

es across the Aegean communities via the use of a gender dimension. It 

strongly appears that there is a recognition by women’s organizations that 

the current state of affairs is heavily masculine, macho and militarized. Yet, 

there appears to be a continuing mutual desire for peaceful dialogue and 

mediation across women’s communities on both sides. It also appears that 

there is a lot of knowledge and experience that civil society organizations, 
who already appreciate the value of WPS agenda, can bring to the policy 

world. The trust-building and mediation activities have thus far remained 

mostly as informal bottom-up initiatives on the sidelines of formal diplo-

macy structures. Respective governments, organizations and other members 

of civil society that focus on Greece - Turkey relations must take note of 

the achievements of WINPEACE, particularly in conflict resolution. For 

example, the Greek-Turkish Forum (GTF), the invite-only “one-and-a-half-
track diplomacy initiative” only involves four women members out of twen-

ty-five members (Greek-Turkish Forum, 2020). It is therefore clear that 

there is room for improvement on all fronts. Emphasising the effectiveness 

of involving female mediators and acknowledging that equal representation 

is also a human rights issue is the responsibility of all who work in Greece 

- Turkey relations, as Soner Cagaptay from The Washington Institute for 

Near East Policy highlighted: 
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Having analyzed the role of women in Greece-Turkey relations, we will 

now provide some policy suggestions based on the literature and our discus-

sion.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

1. More female diplomats should be included in the external relations 
and mediation efforts between the two countries.

a. Through increasing the number of diplomatic training programs 

and ensuring they have a minimum quota of 50% female train-

ees. 

b. Through posting the first women ambassadors to Athens and An-

kara.
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c. Through agreeing to include more balanced delegations in forthcom-

ing meetings including military delegations and in exploratory talks. 
i. This would have to be accompanied by increased transparency 

in the identity of the delegations to the exploratory talks, as the 
lack of transparency has resulted in a data gap. 

ii. Evidence suggests that the issue is not a lack of expert women, 
but rather a lack of inclusion. Therefore, agreeing on a gender 

balance for future meetings would be a low-hanging fruit.

iii. Future meetings should be encouraged to include consider-

ations for gender issues.

2. An effort to adopt a gender dimension and the WPS agenda at the 

respective foreign ministries could be initiated. 

a. This could be an area of official cooperation between the two 

countries where they learn from best practices elsewhere in Eu-

rope and receive joint training from experts in feminist foreign 
policy and organizations like PeaceWomen2, Mediterranean Wom-

en Mediators Network3 and WINPEACE, on how to mainstream 

gender into their institutional practices.

i. In addition, the expertise of women involved in joint peace 
organizations in Cyprus could also be included, such as those 

who participated in Hands Across Divide and the Women’s 

Civic Initiative for Peace in Cyprus4.

2 PeaceWomen facilitates the monitoring of the United Nations System, with a focus 
on the Women Peace and Security Agenda by engaging in advocacy and providing 
outreach and capacity building in order to support local gendered conflict analysis and 
expertise (PeaceWomen, 2021).

3 The Mediterranean Women Mediators Network’s aim is to fulfill the need to 
increase the number of women involved in peacemaking efforts. Its geographic 
scope is the Mediterranean area with members including both Greece and Turkey 
(Womenmediators.net, 2021). 

4 Hands Across Divide is an autonomous women’s group founded by a Greek Cypriot 
woman peace activist and a Turkish Cypriot woman peace activist. It is a bi-
communal NGO of Turkish Cypriot and Greek Cypriot women who work towards 
building a culture of peace in Cyprus. The women involved were trained by conflict 
resolution experts to create a joint future together (Peace-Cyprus, 2021a). Likewise, 
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ii. Building a “policy channel” between these civil society orga-

nizations and the policymakers would facilitate the share of 

knowledge and expertise.
3. A Parliamentary group could be created: it could fall under a regional 

umbrella (eg. Eastern Mediterranean) that will cater for the present 

inability to forge a parliamentary friendship group5. 

a. Parliamentarians could facilitate women NGOs in Greece and Tur-

key to be more involved in peace-making efforts. 

b. Parliamentarians in both countries could jointly build a policy 

channel between civil society and policy-makers, exchanging pol-
icy ideas and practices on women’s issues in both countries.

4. Civil society organizations, the media, the policy world, and aca-

demia working on Greece - Turkey relations must also do its part:
a. By ensuring more equal female participation and membership.

b. By bringing the gender dimension into their frames of reference 

(rather than seeing it as a secondary consideration).

c. By encouraging media organizations to invite more women experts 
to prime-time television programs both in Greece and Turkey that 

discuss the state of bilateral relations. For instance, experts should 
reject participating in panels that do not include a minimum of 40% 

female experts and should be vocal about this issue on their social 
media platforms.

Women’s Civic Initiative for Peace in Cyprus was formed in 1999 to defend and 
contribute towards peace in Cyprus by creating a culture of peace through joint work 
on conflict resolution and strengthening relationships across women’s communities 
(Peace-Cyprus, 2021b). Both organisations have extensive experience in training 
women in conflict management and resolution, and in trust-building capacities. 
Given this experience and the geographic, historic, and cultural similarities of the 
Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot women’s organisations with Greek and Turkish 
women’s organisations, there is a possibility and clear value in facilitating a transfer 
of knowledge in terms of best practices.

5 To date, the lack of a Greek-Turkish Friendship group can be traced to the Casus Belli 
in 1995 passed by the Turkish Grand National Assembly.
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CONCLUSION

While increasing the presence of women in foreign policy and diploma-

cy within the two nations is a desirable goal, it is also important not to forget 

the importance of improving gender mainstreaming in foreign policy in both 

countries. That is because it is one thing to increase women’s participation 

in the external relations between the two countries and another to adopt a 
gender dimension. While civil society organizations like WINPEACE can 

provide this dimension and conduct important political activism and develop 

trust-building projects, they mostly remain on the fringes of diplomacy and 

mediation, and therefore in key decision-making structures. Without institu-

tionalization, they are also dependent on external support, finance and facil-
itation. 

It also appears that the policy world could utilize and learn much from 

the established knowledge and expertise prevalent in women’s organizations 
in both countries. This is important not only because the lack of representation 

of women is a matter of human rights, but also because as evidence strong-

ly suggests, women’s inclusion is beneficial to facilitating peace, preventing 

conflicts and in trust-building between communities. 

Moreover, while there has been an increase of female ambassadors in 

both Turkey and Greece over time, they may be adopting patriarchal behav-

iors, rather than reshaping policy by contributing a gendered lens. There-

fore, while women’s participation needs to increase, so too does training on 

the WPS agenda and its importance for mediation, in both countries. Civil 

society, academia and the policy world involved in Greece - Turkey rela-

tions also need to actively ensure equal participation from women to adopt 

and support the WPS agenda, and to reform the patriarchal culture prevalent 

in the fields of diplomacy, conflict prevention, management, and resolution. 

However, above all, what has become most evident throughout our research 

is that there is a serious lack of data tracking the gender representation of 

delegations from both sides in bilateral meetings, without which many prob-

lems pertaining to equal representation cannot be identified, discussed, and 

resolved.
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Claiming the Glory of the 
covid-19 Vaccine:
Lessons for Better Societies via a Success Story 

Nearly Lost in Translation

Mary Drosopulos and Jegar Delal Tayip

Abstract

The BioNTech-Pfizer cooperation has led to the invention of a revolutionary vaccine against 

covid-19, upon which many countries of the world have based their hopes for a gradual salvation 

from an unprecedented global pandemic. At a scientific level, this is a formidable achievement 

marking a new era for humanity. At a human level, the story of the people who contributed to this 

prodigious step, is a bright example of Greek-Turkish friendship developed in a German context. 

Dr. Şahin and Dr. Bourla, respectively, scientists of an immigrant background, joined forces and 

produced a vaccine which has been delivered to European countries, with Greece being among the 

first to have received doses. The international media has hailed this remarkable story of scientific 

success, highlighting, also, its human aspect, illustrating the fruit of Greek-Turkish cooperation 

as a paradigm of a successful outcome despite bilateral antagonism and cultural constraints. This 

has not been the case, however, with the Greek and Turkish media. What has been celebrated on 

American or European media as an example of ‘Greek-Turkish friendship’, has been manipulated 

or distorted by Greek and Turkish news. The vaccine story has either been depicted as a ‘made in 

Germany’ accomplishment, or has been presented one-sidedly, aimed at generating national pride 

by focusing only on the existence of the one partner and silencing the existence of the other. What is 

even more interesting is, how, in some cases, the same piece of information, coming from a foreign 

original source, has been translated into Greek and Turkish, respectively, in a way that conveys 

different messages, directing, thus, the readers’ attention into the elements that each country priori-

tizes as more important or more appropriate for its audience. If seen, however, in its real and full di-

mension, not only at a scientific, but also at a social-cultural level, the story behind the vaccine is a 

fascinating illustration of how, given the right conditions and opportunities, scientists coming from 

different ethnic and cultural backgrounds, can thrive together and serve science and humanity. 

Key words: ideology, media representations, Greek-Turkish cooperation, BioNTech-Pfizer, culture 

and science, youth, immigrants 
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INTRODUCTION

This paper is the result of a 4-month research conducted by two investi-

gators of different cultural and professional backgrounds, yet, with the joint 

aspiration to explore the following two, interconnected topics:  

At a first level, the paper discusses the Greek-Turkish human story be-

hind the BioNTech-Pfizer vaccine as it has been represented in the interna-

tional media. By juxtaposing the representation of this human narrative in the 

Greek and Turkish newspapers, respectively, and then comparing it to select-

ed articles written in the international media, we have attempted to identify 

the ideological axes underpinning local and international media platforms as 

illustrated via the strategies throughout which they have covered this inter-

ethnic friendship. We have discussed consequently, how the very same story 

has been -in some cases- highlighted and projected to the wider audience as 

a bright and hopeful paradigm of intercultural dialogue, while in some other 

cases, it has been silenced, distorted, or even manipulated, to serve dividing 

nationalistic discourses. 

At a second level, the paper discusses the basic conditions that allow 

interethnic friendships to grow and produce fruits in a country like Germany, 

where scientific excellence and academic deontology obviously prevail over 

ethnic and religious labels. In order to touch upon the core ideas stemming 

from such an ambitious question, the researchers have conducted personal 

interviews with immigrants from both Greece and Turkey in Germany, who, 

each in their own means, field of expertise and capacities, have achieved their 

personal success story in German territory and discuss how they have wit-

nessed the Burla-Şahin story within the media and what this symbolic coop-

eration has meant to them.  

METHODOLOGY   

The idea for this research topic emerged while reading news in different 

languages and observing that different media platforms followed divergent 

strategies -implying, thus, different ideologies-regarding the coverage of the 

story behind the Pfizer vaccine. The first stage of the research was there-
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fore dedicated to further investigated articles and interviews published on the 

news; firstly, on platforms providing news in the Turkish and Greek language, 

respectively, and secondly, on international websites publishing stories main-

ly in English, but also in French and German.   

The desk research was succeeded by primary investigation in the form 

of personal interviews, conducted mainly online, due to traveling restrictions 

imposed as a result of the pandemic. Some interviews were conducted sepa-

rately by each investigator, while others jointly; the latter applied for the three 

focus groups that took place among members of the same family or commu-

nity (two focus groups conducted in Turkish and one in Greek).  

Specifically, this paper presents findings from the analysis of 18 

theme-guided, semi-structured and open in-depth interviews that took place 

between March and May 2021. Interviews have been conducted in Turkish, 

Greek and/or English. With regards to the respondents’ profile, candidates 

for interviews were initially chosen through each investigator’s wider social 

circle, while some interviews have been the result of snowball sampling, as 

some of the people that we talked to introduced us to acquaintances of theirs, 

that could enrich our investigation. The criterion for choosing candidates for 

interviews has been their relevance to the topic at hand and their connection 

with the three relevant countries – Greece, Turkey, and Germany. 

In this context, we have talked to people representing interesting com-

binations: young scientists or entrepreneurs from Greece or Turkey, but also 

from the so-called ‘third countries’,1 who migrated to Germany in quest of a 

better education, career or even, the opportunity to live in a more ‘resilient’  

or ‘multicultural’ society, to use their in vivo words; also, Greek or Turkish 

citizens2 who spent an important period of their life in Germany, working, 

studying or participating in youth programs and then returned to their home-

land, some permanently and others only to move back to Germany after a few 

1 By ‘third countries’, we mean regions outside the EU. We have interviewed economic migrants 
and refugees from Iraqi Kurdistan and Afghanistan who are now living and working or studying in 
Germany.  

2 Of different ethnic backgrounds. For instance, some of our interviewees have been Greek citizens of 
Albanian origin (coming from either Albania or Kosovo); while others, Turkish citizens who represent 
different ethnic communities (Kurdish, Arabic, Rum etc.).  
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months or years. Furthermore, we have also talked to experts from Greece, 

Turkey, and Germany with a significant experience in the field of youth and 

intercultural dialogue. In relation to age, respondents could be classified in 

three groups: young students aged 21-25; young professionals (scientists or 

entrepreneurs) aged 30-38; and senior professionals/experts aged 50-65.  

This research has been epistemologically based on Stuart Hall’s Media 

Representation Theory, as shaped within his rich bibliography in cultural the-

ory. Ideological reflections have been largely inspired by Teun A. van Dijk’s 

study on Ideology and discourse (2000), which builds upon Hall’s theory.  

MEDIA REPRESENTATIONS, IDEOLOGY, AND POWER

‘Media Representation’ refers to how the media choose to depict the re-

ality surrounding us, directly influencing, thus, our perception of individu-

als and events (Hall 1980, 117-121). According to Hall, there can be various 

grades between an accurate or distorted reflection of a fact or a person, but 

news platforms are the ones that can subtly promote a positive or a nega-

tive interpretation of any given situation or individual and mold the so-called 

‘public feeling’ or public opinion. For instance, if the media choose to present 

a public figure in negative or positive terms, then our understanding of that 

person and even our feelings towards them will be a direct reflection of that 

representation. This explains how we can like or dislike people that we have 

never met in real life, based on their public image, which may not necessarily 

accurate.  In other words, the media are the conceptualizing force of ‘mean-

ing’, a term which Hall sees as a constantly changing, dynamic notion, that 

can be remade and reshaped: media platforms can turn heroes into villains and 

vice versa; a coordinated series of positive or negative media representations 

can uplift or ruin completely the public image of an individual, even if these 

representations are untrue and unfair. With this kind of influence, media can 

have a direct impact on both individual and collective ideology. 

Hall defines ideology as “the mental frameworks — the languages, the 

concepts, categories, imagery of thought, and the systems of representation 

— which different classes and social groups deploy in order to make sense 
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of, figure out and render intelligible the way society works.” (Hall 1996, 26) 

Van Dijk further elaborates on this definition, adding that “ideologies are not 

limited to making sense of society, but that they also serve to regulate social 

practices.” (2000, 7) As a result, ideology shapes not only the way we choose 

to do things, but also the things we strongly believe to be ‘good or bad’; 

‘right or wrong’ (Van Dijk 2000, 16). In other words, our ideology dictates 

the norms, ideals, and values that we preserve and cherish within a society; it 

is these beliefs and norms that differentiate groups and render them distinct 

from one another. Hall emphasizes the catalytic role that ideology plays re-

garding the stabilization of power and dominance. (Hall 1982, 1996, 2017) 

The manipulation of ideologies by the media can shape politics (Hall et al 

1978, 2011), but also challenge them, as Van Dijk argues (2000, 9). This is 

why Hall (2017) stresses the necessity of treating any type of information we 

receive with a critical eye and constantly interrogating the accuracy of every 

piece of news that reaches us. 

It is open to discussion whether our educational systems equip us with 

the skills, attitudes and competences that would enable us to be critical to-

wards the information we get exposed to. This is a topic that we will touch 

upon further below, when referring to policy recommendations for better 

societies. For now, we will simply provide a brief comment: if a citizen’s 

main armor against media manipulation is critical thinking, as Hall suggests, 

then the school is the first place where critical reading and active citizenship 

should be cultivated. There are countries where schools truly cultivate critical 

thinking and others where educational institutions promote exactly the oppo-

site: passive reception of information, parroting and attachment to title-based 

hierarchies. In the first case, education is seen as a vehicle for more resilient 

and pluralistic societies, while in the latter, schooling institutions serve na-

tionalistic purposes that usually preserve and deepen stereotypes connected 

with one’s role in society, as dictated by their ethnicity, religion, or gender.  

The narrative of the Pfizer vaccine could have three readings, all equally 

important for the ‘good’ in our societies: 

Firstly, it could be read as an optimistic example of Greek-Turkish friend-

ship, made possible, however, in a third country, Germany, which stands out-
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side of this longstanding rivalry between Greeks and Turks and obviously 

offers the ground for such paradoxical friendships to grow and flourish.   

Secondly, it could be seen as the inspirational success story of two immi-

grants who saw their hard work pay off, despite the hardships of living in the 

so-called ‘gurbet/κουρμπέτι’3. 

The third reading focuses not on the Şahin-Burla duet, but rather on the 

husband-and-wife synergy, referring here to Dr. Şahin and his life partner, Dr. 

Özlem Türeci, who contributed significantly to the Pfizer achievement. Both 

are bright scientists and together they founded BioNTech, a company which, 

in the pre-covid-19 era, would focus on cancer treatment (Gelles 2020). In 

2020, Time magazine featured them among the most significant people for 

the year. 

Let us see how these three versions of the same story have been repre-

sented by the international and local media. 

TRANSLATING SUCCESS IN THE GREEK AND TURKISH CONTEXT: 
CELEBRATING THE COVID VACCINE WITH OUZO AND ÇAY 

We realized that he is from Greece and that I’m from Turkey.  

It was very personal from the very beginning.

Uğur Şahin about his friendship with Albert Bourla,  

New York Times (Geller 2020)

This extract is from the New York Times and it is one of the few articles 

in prominent news platforms (among Euronews, Voice of America, etc.) that 

have concretely mentioned the Greek-Turkish synergy underpinning the Pfiz-

er story. Many articles shared by the local media in the Greek and Turkish 

language, respectively, have been translations of articles originally published 

by global news platforms, such as the aforementioned New York Times or Eu-

ronews. The headlines of these translated articles have been following the dip-

lomatic protocol, that wants the reference to the host country being mentioned 

3 The same word exists in both Greek and Turkish and refers to the ‘foreign land’, usually connoting a 
hard place to live in, compared to the homeland, where one feels always accepted and welcomed.  
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first. For instance, a Greek article published on the Greek Euronews site bears 

a headline beginning with the phrase ‘ένας Έλληνας και ένας Τούρκος’ (A 

Greek and a Turk), while a similar article on the Turkish Euronews site refers 

to ‘Türk-Yunan dostluğu’ (Turkish-Greek friendship).4   

The desk research findings in articles written originally for the local plat-

forms indicate the following: the Greek-Turkish friendship behind the produc-

tion of the vaccine has not been particularly highlighted by the local media, but 

rather by independent blogs, either personal or initiated by groups of people.5 

The fact that ordinary people are indeed interested in stories of intercultural 

cooperation beyond politics is optimistic for the future of the Greek-Turkish 

dialogue. The bilateral relations of the two countries have always had their ups 

and downs, yet, the specific story was published at a quite turbulent time, when 

news coming from both sides would cause even further tension between the 

two nations. Blogs, however, tend to be read by a much narrower audience, 

therefore hypothetically have a significantly smaller impact on public opinion 

compared to large news companies. This hypothesis has been verified by the 

findings of our primary research: the vast majority of our respondents knew 

little or nothing about the human story behind the Pfizer vaccine and those 

who did, often had a unilateral perspective of the story: the Greeks knew about 

Bourla,6 while the Turks knew about Şahin;7 not to mention respondents from 

other ethnic communities living in Germany who had heard about two German 

citizens of a blurred origin who ‘had saved the world’.   

This finding is a direct reflection of the fact that the local media in Turkey, 

Greece, as well as Germany have chosen to represent the Pfizer story fragmen-

tally, as a one-sided story of ethnic pride. In Greece, most news platforms have 

focused mainly on the personal story of Albert Bourla, a Greek Jewish scien-

tist from Thessaloniki, who graduated from the Aristotle University and left 

4 Έλληνας και Τούρκος οι CEO των εταιρειών που ανακοίνωσαν το εμβόλιο για την COVID-19 | 

Euronews; Pfizer ve BioNTech: Covid-19 aşısının arka planındaki Türk-Yunan dostluğu | Euronews
5 For example, Το ελπιδοφόρο εμβόλιο κατά του κορωνοϊού είναι Ελληνοτουρκική υπόθεση – 

Olympia.gr (wordpress.com) 
6 See, for example, Αλ. Μπουρλά: Πώς αναπτύξαμε το εμβόλιο Pfizer/BioNTech σε χρόνο – ρεκόρ | Η 

ΚΑΘΗΜΕΡΙΝΗ (kathimerini.gr)
7 There are exceptions, too. See, for example, Turkish German vaccine pioneers receive Germany’s 

highest award | Daily Sabah
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Greece in search of better opportunities. After the publicity received due to the 

Pfizer vaccine, Greek platforms hosted extensive articles on the personal story 

of Albert Bourla and his family, accentuating his love for his homeland, his 

connections to Halkidiki and other places around Thessaloniki. Objects related 

to the Bourla enterprise in Greece suddenly became tokens of high symbol-

ic significance; small treasures culturally binding Bourla to the Greek Jewish 

Community of Thessaloniki: a bottle of ouzo, for instance, with a kosher label 

written in Hebrew, produced by the distillery of the Bourla Brothers, as Leon 

Saltiel recalls in an article published by one of the largest news agencies.8

Similarly, the Turkish media have portrayed Şahin and Türeci as the ‘the 

two Turks behind the vaccine’.9 Turkish media platforms, just like their Greek 

counterparts, have engaged in cultural representations of objects and rituals ste-

reotypically attributed to Turks: ‘We celebrated by brewing tea’ (Çay demleyer-

ek kutladık), reads the headline of an article in Yeni Şafak (11.11.2020).10 

The local media, however, consciously or not, have preserved another 

cultural stereotype, connected this time with the position of women in Turkey.  

The Turkish media have referred to Dr. Türeci mainly as ‘Dr. Şahin’s wife’, 

playing down her capacity as a scientist in her own merit (Türkmen 2020).11 

Despite their joint work, it is the male character of the story, Uğur, who has 

been in the spotlight. 

Overall, Turkish speaking media have preferentially depicted the story 

as a source of national Turkish ‘pride’: ‘gurur’ to cite ad verbum the word in 

Turkish that appeared in many articles.12 In most cases, however, local media 

platforms have eloquently refrained from elaborating on the social and eco-

nomic factors that allowed for this success to happen in a country like Germa-

ny. It has been critical voices via smaller blogs or less popular news platform, 

that, like in the case of Greece,13 commented that this success might have 

8 The story of a bottle of ouzo and its modern connection to the Covid vaccine - ΑΠΕ-ΜΠΕ (amna.gr)
9 See, for example,  Corona virüs aşısının arkasındaki iki Türk: Uğur Şahin ve Özlem Türeci kimdir? | 

NTV 
10 Koronavirüs aşısının arkasındaki iki Türk: Çay demleyerek kutladık - Yeni Şafak (yenisafak.com)
11 See, for example, Piyasalara ‘aşı’ dopingi - InBusiness 
12 Uğur Şahin ve Özlem Türeci’nin baba ocağında gurur var! - A Haber Son Dakika Gündem Haberleri
13 Popular websites in Greece, such as Capital.gr or DW, hosted articles on the brain drain issue and the 
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never happened had the scientists not been living in countries like Germany 

or the USA, allowing them to prosper.   

On the contrary, German websites have been eager to highlight that this 

success was made in Germany. There have been different representations of 

the story in various Germany-based media, varying from articles that overem-

phasize the scientists’ migrant background, to those not referring to it at all. 

DW for instance, a leading media platform, has opted for different representa-

tion strategies. In an article titled ‘Angela Merkel ‘incredibly proud’ of BioN-

Tech founders’14 dated 17 December 2020, there is no reference whatsoever 

to the origin of the scientists. The article focuses solely on their scientific ex-

cellence and novelty, factors that have made all Germans proud, starting with 

the Chancellor herself. In another DW video, titled ‘Who are the BioNTech 

founders?’15, the following interesting phenomenon takes place: in the first 

part of the video, referring to the couple’s current status, Şahin and Türeci are 

depicted as the people behind the ‘German vaccine maker BioNTech’, who 

are characterized as ‘celebrities’, ‘Nobel candidates’, ‘people of the year’ 

(denoting the homonymous Financial Times front cover) or even ‘scientific 

superheroes’. The video’s second part, however, refers to the scientists’ origin 

by characterizing it as ‘humble’. 

Other German news platforms such as Focus have represented the sto-

ry as a “shining example of successful integration.”16 This success has been 

largely seen in Germany as an opportunity to justify the governments’ poli-

cy to be hosting large numbers of migrants and refugees. Furthermore, local 

media celebrated this interethnic narrative as proof that the German society 

is multicultural, pluralistic and that it provides to all its citizens equal access 

to educational and vocational opportunities. It should be mentioned, at this 

reasons obligating young and promising scientists to flee their country:  Γιατί έφυγε από την Ελλάδα 
ο Μπουρλά της Pfizer | Capital; Γιατί έφυγε από την Ελλάδα ο Μπουρλά της Pfizer | Κοινωνία & 
Πολιτισμός | DW | 30.01.2021

 https://www.dw.com/en/angela-merkel-incredibly-proud-of-biontech-founders/a-55971775  
14 https://www.focus.de/finanzen/boerse/aktien/produktion-gestartet-biontech-wird-immer-mehr-

zum-hoffnungstraeger-fuer-die-welt_id_12596565.html 
15 https://www.facebook.com/dw.deutschewelle/videos/133862535266446 
16 See, for example, “https://www.firstpost.com/world/how-an-immigrant-couple-in-germany-

developed-leading-vaccine-against-covid-19-9014261.html” How an immigrant couple in Germany 
developed leading vaccine against
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point, that the German media never failed to emphasize the fact that Şahin and 

Türeci are German citizens.  

Nevertheless, there have been cases where the German media (and not 

only), in an attempt to outline the success of Germany’s integration policy, 

placed more emphasis on the ethnic background of the two scientists than 

their scientific capacity per se. In her 2020 article in ResetDoc, Gülay Türk-

men observes how, upon the discovery of the scientists’ ethnic background, 

“the axis of the debate shifted to the lingering questions about migration, 

integration, diversity, and discrimination in Germany (and beyond).” (Türk-

men 2020). A few Greek sites have also referred to them with benevolent yet 

pejorative terms,17 such as ‘children of Turkish Gastarbeiter’, to mention an 

indicative example of a source that attempts to celebrate this story, yet ends up 

falling into conventional representations of immigrants, that further deepen 

existing stereotypes. 

What is worth noting is that in many cases, the same article, taken from 

an original, international source has been translated into Greek and Turkish, 

respectively, in ways that appeal to their readers. In other words, articles have 

been adopted and translated in ways that give emphasis to the one ethnicity or 

the other. This is quite evident for instance in media platforms providing news 

in many languages, such as DW. A Greek-speaking reader, who will click to 

the DW platform from Greece, will find a list of Pfizer-related articles relative 

to their reality. Anyone entering DW Turkish, however, will see on the top of 

the list articles where the two scientists are illustrated as Turkish. 

‘WE GO WHERE WE CAN SEE THE LIGHT OF THE TUNNEL’: THE 
VOICE OF YOUNG IMMIGRANT

Elaborating on the role of Germany as a country facilitating social and 

educational integration, the reality is quite different than the one depicted on 

the media of all countries at issue. Germany is not the ‘heaven’ that many mi-

grants and refugees had dreamt of before leaving their country (Trines 2019, 

17 Quite the contrary image is represented in another, English speaking website where the couple 
is depicted as being ‘billionaires’: A Billionaire Couple Is Behind the Historic Coronavirus Vaccine 
(businessinsider.com)
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Türkmen 2020); it is, however, a country offering opportunities to those who 

work and study hard. 

Many of our respondents admitted that there have been times when they 

have felt like ‘second class’ citizens for various reasons: not speaking the lan-

guage; practicing a different religion; coming from another culture or simply 

for having a darker skin complexion and physical attributes distinct than those 

of the average ‘European’ type figure. These are parameters existing in many 

societies hosting migrants and refugees and certainly not limited to Germany 

only. 

Similar feelings of social isolation, yet attributed to different reasons, 

have been shared by Greeks living in Greece and Turks living in Turkey, who 

mentioned among others, that factors such as a bad economy, unemployment, 

lack of opportunities and corruption have often made them feel as ‘strangers 

in their own country’. According to our interviewees, however, what differ-

entiates Germany from other countries, namely Turkey and Greece, is that it 

offers them reasons to endure negative feelings and hardships by thinking that 

if they try hard enough, they will eventually be rewarded, as there is a system 

in place allowing for people and enterprises to prosper. We are quoting this 

extract from an interview with a young migrant from Eastern Anatolia, who is 

now living and studying in Germany, after having spent some months work-

ing as an interpreter in Greece. His words clearly highlight his hope to soon 

reach the ‘light at the end of the tunnel’.   

‘I cannot compare myself to a German citizen. I don’t think there is 

a point in even trying to. I don’t have a job. I don’t speak good Ger-

man. But I want to stay here, because I know that at least here there 

is a system that can support me if I work hard enough. I feel safe be-

cause I see a strong economy. I see people of different cultures every 

day in the streets.  Do you think that the Pfizer people would have 

succeeded if they had stayed in their countries? No. Their countries 

couldn’t have supported them. Trust me; being in Germany played 

a big role in their achievement.’ 

   Mustafa, 21 
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Mustafa accentuated the parameters of a vibrant economy and an ed-

ucational system open to people of his age. The authors of this article both 

have lived and working experiences with migrants and refugees in Greece 

and Turkey, where the age between 18-22 is often seen as a ‘transit’ age and 

very few (if any) educational opportunities exist for the young people who 

belong to this group (Drosopulos 2017; 2018). Our young interviewee talked 

emphatically about the multicultural character of the German city he is living 

in, where people from different cultural and ethnic backgrounds co-exist. 

Another respondent, this time a refugee from Afghanistan living in Ger-

many has provided another, equally interesting perspective: 

On my way to Germany, I spent some months in Turkey first and 

then in Greece. As an asylum seeker, I worked as a volunteer in 

refugee camps. As soon as I received my residence permit, they said 

that I could work as a cultural mediator because of the languages 

I know. But you know what? I saw how other young people were 

there; they don’t get real opportunities. They study and study… and 

then, they can’t find a job and if they find one, they get a one-month 

or a three-month contract and get paid less money than a worker in 

Germany. You know what the problem is? Turkey and Greece don’t 

trust in youth. I would have no future there. I spent so many years 

doing nothing. Look at me now. I am studying. I am planning to 

finish university. I know that Germany will support me. Germany 

believes in young people.    

Aras, 25

A similar opinion is voiced by a Greek female student, who after having 

spent some time in Turkey learning the Turkish language, has decided to flee 

to Central Europe. Her words identify some of the major plagues for youth in 

both Greece and Turkey, such as corruption, lack of opportunities, nepotism 

and a clientelist mentality when it comes to finding a job: 

I am studying German to pursue a job either in Germany or any 

other German speaking country. I don’t want to leave my country, 

but eventually I will have to. Who would leave their home if they 
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could have a good life there? When I graduate I will have no one to 

support me. My dad is not in the same field of work, so as to put me 

in his office. I don’t belong to any political party. Plus, I am young, 

and I am a woman. Who will trust me with their case? At least, 

abroad I will be given opportunities. I will know that I didn’t study 

in vain. I didn’t waste my youth for nothing. 

Vasiliki, 22    

Overall, the interviews conducted show that in both Greece and Turkey 

young people suffer from similar challenges, often forcing them to migrate to 

countries such as Germany, where they believe they will stand better chances 

of having academic and professional success in life on their own merit. An 

issue emphasized by respondents coming from both countries is the lack of 

cooperation between Greece and Turkey, especially in science and academia. 

Young people interviewed believe that constructive synergies between Greece 

and Turkey would lead to innovative projects and would significantly reverse 

the process of the brain drain. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The human story of the Greek-Turkish friendship behind the BioN-

Tech-Pfizer vaccine has been represented fragmentally by the media: the 

Greek media has focused on the Greek figure in the story, while the Turkish 

media on the Turkish origin of the two scientists. In this sense, translation 

from one language to the other has played a key role in adopting and ma-

nipulating the story in order to appeal to the prevailing public sentiment in 

each case. The German media have minimal references to the Greek-Turkish 

dimension; they have focused instead on the marriage of the two scientists, 

Şahin and Türeci. The Germany-based media has focused its attention to the 

favorable conditions that have allowed two scientists of migrant origin to cre-

ate a life-saving vaccine. 

Despite its limited coverage, the aspect of a Greek-Turkish friendship 

behind the Pfizer vaccine is indeed a bright example, which become a source 

of inspiration for scientists and scholars from both countries. The fact that 
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this friendship grew and blossomed in a third country, namely Germany, indi-

cates that in the presence of favorable conditions, constructive and long-term 

Greek-Turkish cooperation is indeed possible. This story also serves of an 

optimistic paradigm of the fact that in humanitarian crises, human lives are 

above political disputes.    

Young people from both countries have seen this Greek-Turkish example 

as a way to move forward. For them, regional cooperation is the key to prog-

ress, innovation, and success. Despite young people’s willingness to work and 

interact with each other, at the moment, there are no resources or institutions 

supporting the meaningful and sustainable exchange of ideas, resources and 

good practices. The Pfizer story of Greek-Turkish friendship could become a 

starting point for cooperation and synergies; a source of inspiration for sci-

entists, scholars, young entrepreneurs and policy makers from both countries 

willing to work for the good of the region. 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on the findings of both primary and secondary research conducted 

for this project, we would like to suggest the following policy recommenda-

tions: 
- The countries at issue should invest more in their youth and provide 

access to resources that would allow young people to stay in the region 

and contribute to its progress.

- Cooperation between Greece and Turkey in the field of science, aca-

demia and technology is essential not only for the bilateral relations of 

the two countries, but for the overall good of the region. Academic and 

professional opportunities that would emerge from such as synergy 

could have an effect on the prevention and management of the brain 

drain.  

- Greece and Turkey should follow the example of Germany and should 

further enhance and consolidate the youth sector, by taking steps such 

as updating their youth strategy and providing open and accessible 

spaces where young people could interact, network and exchange 
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ideas. In this regard, Greece could follow the example of Turkey, 

which has established a Ministry for Youth and Sports and has invest-

ed on high-quality youth centers, some of which18 meet the quality 

standards of the Council of Europe. It could also be inspired by Ger-

many’s youth centers and social houses for youth.

- Last but not least, the specific paper proposes the establishment of a 

Greek-Turkish Youth Cooperation Office, with branches in both coun-

tries, which will promote bilateral relations via youth entrepreneur-

ship, intercultural dialogue, and academic/scientific cooperation. Both 

researchers express in writing their commitment to support this cause.    
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Breaking Down Barriers:
Trust-Building through the Mobility of Academic 

Elite between Greece and Turkey
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Abstract

This study aims to shed light on the role of academic mobility in the develop-

ment of relations between Turkey and Greece by focusing on junior and senior 

participants’ experiences from both countries. Examining the literature on the 

mobility of academics worldwide shows that academic cooperation between 

two or more countries, at global, regional, or bilateral level, has been utilized 

to raise mutual understanding and enhance awareness and recognition to-

wards each other. One of the academic mobility outcomes is to improve trust 

between the states by conducting research. The exchange of knowledge, expe-

rience, culture, and language between parties and fostering intercultural dia-

logue become critical “soft” indicators in the building of trust between them. 

Therefore, it is critical to understand how mobile academics connect with 

local people, researchers, and NGOs in the host country. Drawing from those 

experiences, we intend to examine how the mobility of academics between 

Greece and Turkey enables trust-building and consolidates the relations be-

tween them, especially in this current period of turbulence in the relations 

between the two states. 

Keywords: Academic mobility, Turkish-Greek Relations, Trust-building
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INTRODUCTION

Academic mobility is an established process due to various available 

scholarships and exchange programs. These schemes that encourage aca-

demics to continue their research in different countries, not only aim to lead 

new developments in science, but also aim to establish mutual understanding 

between countries (for example, Fox International Fellowship, Fullbright), 
to increase awareness on democracy (for example, the. Erasmus project), to 
the exchange of language and culture, and to establish networks among aca-

demic elites. Therefore, brain circulation is vital for disseminating scientific 

knowledge and supporting cooperation between the scientific communities 

across countries. (Chepurenko 2015) Moreover, in the literature the mobility 

of academics is also perceived as a “counterbalance to parochial thinking”. 

(Teichler 2015) At this point, Teichler argues that “internationalisation and, 

notably, mobility have a strong positive under-current: they are expected to 
serve peace and mutual understanding, quality enhancement, a richer cultural 

life and personality development, technological innovation, economic growth 

and societal well-being.’’ (Teichler 2015, 10) Furthermore, in their study, Bi-

lecen and Faist identify international doctoral students as knowledge brokers 

who are able to hold a wide range of knowledge, to create bridges and to dis-

seminate knowledge. They also underline the importance of reciprocity, trust, 

and solidarity as social conditions of the knowledge transfer through doctoral 

students. (Bilecen and Feist 2015) 

From this perspective, this project’s objective is to understand whether 

and how the mobility of academics between Greece and Turkey can be a tool 

for trust building. To answer this question, we conducted semi-structured in-

depth interviews with six academics who have had training or research in 
Greece and Turkey (Turkish scholars in Greece and vice versa). While the 

participants of academic mobility differ, inter alia, in terms of  their academic 

interests, academic level, and place of visit; all the interviewees come from 

various fields of the social sciences, with different academic status, and dif-

ferent places where they conducted their mobility.  During the interviews, 

we aimed to reveal the influence that the existing scholarships and exchange 
programs have on the scholars’ role in the inter-state dialogue. Moreover, we 
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asked them to reflect on their individual level of motivation, experiences, and 
networks they were involved in, if any, as well as in the advantages and disad-

vantages of conducting their research abroad either in Greece or Turkey. Due 

to data protection issues related to the ethical practices of anonymity and con-

fidentiality, we have replaced the names of interviewees with letter and num-

ber codes where  G denotes a Greek citizen and T denotes a Turkish citizen.1 

THE CHICKEN OR THE EGG CAUSALITY DILEMMA2

Drawing from our qualitative research, the multilevel academic mobility 

between Turkey and Greece in the framework of the relations between these 

two states, are interdependent. On the one hand, the positive feature of the re-

lations led to increased academic mobility and cooperation between the two 

states especially during the “Turkish-Greek Spring” – which started with the 

Cem-Papandreou rapprochement process between Ismail Cem and George Pa-

pandreou- between 1999 and 2007. During this period, a gradualist approach 

was followed that led the two countries to build cooperation in areas concerning 

“low-politics” including collaborations in  the realm of  culture and civil soci-

ety. In particular, between 2000 and 2004, various new agreements were signed 

to improve economic, social, and cultural relations. (Onis and Yilmaz 2008)

Many of the interviewees started their academic mobility during the 

years of rapprochement. On the other hand, with regards to the consolida-

tion of bilateral relations, deepening beyond their temporality and providing 

sustainability between the two states, the importance of academic mobility 

has been repeatedly highlighted in the interviews as a source of establishing 

a mutual understanding. G1, in particular, a Greek scholar who worked in a 

Turkish university for almost 10 years, emphasized the interdependence be-

tween the political/diplomatic atmosphere between Turkey-Greece and aca-

demic mobility. He underlined how good relations enable academic dialogue 

and exchange as well as how academic mobility and good relations are con-

tributing to a “mentality change” which pave the way for a sustainable form 

for better relations between the two countries. 

1  See the appendix at the end of the chapter for more information.
2  The metaphor was used during the interview with G1.
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From a bird’s eye view, participants shared similar outcomes about the 

role and place of academic mobility in Turkish-Greek relations. For instance, 

T2, an academic in a state university in Turkey, brought our attention the 

fragile characteristics of academic mobility due to the volatility of bilateral 

relations while explaining her decision for her own academic pathway. After 
she completed her MA degree in Greece, she did not want to take the risk to 

continue with a doctoral degree at the same university. She narrated her anx-

iety by stating that “if the relations between the states deteriorate, my PhD 

could be in jeopardy.” After her experience on both sides of the Aegean, she 
interpreted how the positive atmosphere can quickly be reversed and cause 

negative outcomes on multiple fronts. 

In parallel with the concerns of T2, G2, a Greek national conducting her 

PhD studies in Turkey and working as a lecturer in a state university, high-

lights that during the periods when bilateral relations deteriorate, it can be 

discouraging to choose Turkey as a place of work if there is no further moti-

vation. She adds that she feels in a more precarious position in terms of losing 

her job as well as terms of her relationship with the Turkish state during times 

of crisis between the two countries. She adds: “I thought several times before 
these crises hit me, I should leave”.

In the past, Turkey and Greece seized an opportunity in their diplomatic 

relations thereby impacting  various areas of interaction, including academia. 

Yet, academia has its own dynamics, uniqueness, possibilities, and limits 

which distinguishes it from other sectors. Through its direct and indirect 

impact on bilateral relations, academic mobility must be considered as one 

of the key elements that can contribute to the consolidation of a sustainable 

framework. Although relations between Turkey and Greece possess multiple 

elements and multifaceted characteristics, this paper looks the issue from the 

perspective of academic mobility. The narratives and experiences of academ-

ics who have been mobile between Turkey and Greece, reveal some com-

monalities and differences on this issue. After presenting the current situation 

including the advantages, as well as the challenges that academics face during 

their mobility, this paper will offer recommendations to strengthen academ-

ic mobility between the two countries. What does experience say about the 
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interdependency between Academic Mobility and Relations between Greece 

and Turkey? 

INITIATING ACADEMIC ENVIRONMENT: INDIVIDUAL EFFORT VS. 
INSTITUTIONAL ENCOURAGEMENT 

The experiences of our interviewees show that individual efforts are 
more prominent than institutional encouragement from the beginning of 

the mobility or visits to the establishment of networks during the period 

of mobility or work, in particular for the early-stage researchers. Both G1 

and G2 visited Turkey several times on their own initiatives before they 

started to study and/or work in Turkey due to their academic interest in Tur-

key. Even after they moved to Turkey for a longer period of study/work in 

Turkish universities, their engagement in the academic environment and the 

establishment of networks was limited to their individual efforts. The lack 

of institutional encouragement to integrate them into the already existing 
academic environments in those universities limited their capacity to create 

a sense of belonging. For instance, G2 explains why she could not establish 
relationships at the university where she was working as a lecturer despite 

her advanced level of Turkish:

I could not get in contact with the people at the university. Except 
the ones working in my department. There were some people that 
I knew but I could not make habits at the university because I was 
only going for the lecturing hours. (…) There were certain issues at 
the university including not having an office. I was not able to work 
there. For a while, I did not even have a desk there. Then, we were 
sharing as four people three desks. Later on, I had a desk but I was 
not able to work with someone else so I could not go there. I was go-
ing there when I was giving lectures but I was not going when I did 
not have. I have never said that I should go to the university to work. 

Together with the absence of a sense of belonging, the establishment of 

academic networks for future projects usually takes place through individual 

relations or friendships rather than any institutional encouragement for in-

volving them into the academic projects. 
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The importance of individual relations is reflected in the experience of 
T3, an academic in Turkey who conducted her doctoral research in Greece. 

Beyond the academic framework, she utilized her biographical background 

while visiting historical archives in Kavala. Her family moved to Turkey from 

Greece during the population exchange of the 19202. During her Kavala visit, 
she met the manager of the Kavala Tobacco Museum who was also a descend-

ed from a migrant family. T3 describes the situation between them as one of 

“sympathy” which comes from having a shared memory. Indeed, apart from 

the academic background, the biographical background is critical in such an 

environment where individual efforts define one’s destiny. 

WHO ARE YOU?: NATIONAL IDENTITY AND SCIENTIFIC 
EXPERTISE IN THE EYES OF THE INSTITUTIONS

During their academic mobility between Turkey and Greece, the par-

ticipants experienced both the feeling of being an academic “as an outsider” 
as well as being “a member of a nation”. This is a process that is also being 

shaped by the individual’s background in academia, be it by either a senior or 

junior academic, as well as by the place he/she visits. As understood by the 

narratives of the interviewees from both sides, they have established their ex-

periences during their academic mobility in the intersection of their academic 

interests and their national identity. While they all have shared experiences 
due to this intersection, their position in the academic hierarchy and the local 

configurations of the places they visited are crucial to understand the differ-

ences among them. 

G2 is a historian who wrote his doctoral thesis on Turkey. He had been 

visiting Turkey since the late 1990s and he worked in relevant archives in the 

summers between 2003 and 2005. At the time, he was also giving lessons on 

the Greek language and the history of Greece. He explains this situation:

There is no problem if you are giving lectures on Greece to the stu-

dents in Turkey even if your expertise is on Turkey. You can lecture 

whatever you want. Your national identity is more important than 

your scientific expertise. I was also giving a comparative lecture 

on Greece and Turkey but then, a new professor came as a head 
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of the department and he decided about everything. He did not tell 

explicitly but it was obvious. As much as you are expert on Turkey, 

as a Greek, you cannot give any lecture on Turkish history and you 

cannot even give any lecture on history. “We are Turks, we give 

history classes.” It was explicitly nationalism.

The junior scholars from Turkey talked about how they observed doubt-

ful views towards them. T2 was a MA student in the field of International 

Relations, and she emphasized that how the perceptions are different towards 

Turks even they were a member of an international program; she shared how 

the academics questioned her aim to learn Greek:

You feel that distance easily. They are doubtful towards you by 

asking why you are learning Greek, or why you are here. Because 

Greece is a small country, and they are questioning why it has an 

importance for an expert of International Relations. 

Nevertheless, she explained how the place where she did her academic 
mobility is also important for the experience by underlying that she was on 
the outside of the mainstream university tradition of Greece. 

I was in the Komotini and the professors were coming from Thes-

saloniki or Athens according to their expertise biweekly. It provides 

for a more flexible environment… Indeed, I thought not being in 

Athens was a negative situation for me, but no, being out of main-

stream discourse was better. 

While the place of visit matters while shaping the experience, it would 
not produce the same outcomes every time. T3 explained how she had to 
manage the local dynamics during her research stays in Kavala and in Crete. 

I think the difficult part of the job was to manage the reaction of 

people and the dynamics of the locals. You don’t want to be anti-

pathetic to anyone, you don’t want to hurt anyone. That’s not your 

purpose for being there, but in a way, you might want to manage 

them and distance yourself by setting boundaries. At that point be-

ing a researcher provides an opportunity. Thanks to your identity as 

researcher, people behave moderately even their negative reactions. 
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It shows that beyond the local dynamics, one’s academic background 

is important and shapes the opinions of others. Even though T3 referred to 

the same feeling about the “doubtfulness”, she explained her experiences 
differently. Even a slight difference in the academic level impacted atti-

tudes towards the visitors. However, T3 shared an anecdote which reveals 

how national identity becomes a serious matter in academia: 

When I was in Kavala, I was researching in the archive of the 

Kavala Tobacco Museum. Then the director invited me at a lo-

cal conference in Kavala to present what I found. Yet, a serious 

discussion emerged, and they were angry with the museum direc-

tor because of me. They said that you opened the archive to the 

Turks before us. 

Even though the archival materials were about the records of the Tobacco 

workers, and not critical to issues of “national security”, T3 and the director 

of the museum experienced a public outcry. Beyond the experiences of junior 
academics, the senior ones are more welcomed to the academic environment 

on both sides. When T1 or G1 explained their narratives, they did not make 
any reference about doubtful views towards them. 

On the one hand, G1 was the first full time academic in a Turkish Uni-

versity as a Greek academic where his cadre was assigned by YÖK (Turkey’s 

Institution of Higher Education). Moreover, he brought to our attention, that 

he was employed as an expert in International Law and International Rela-

tions. Instead of hindering him, his expertise provided opportunity to him and 
became the founder of a research center with a focus on Turkey and Greece 

under the umbrella of the university he worked. 

On the other hand, T1 was one of the outstanding professors in Turkish 

academia who had been in the Republic of Cyprus as a visiting professor 

for three semesters. He also pointed out that he did not face any negative 

reaction:

In academic life, people are evaluated by what they write, produce, 

and think. When I was in Cyprus, I was professor. I was respected 

in there. 



Breaking Down Barriers

— 117 —

While being a senior or junior academic shaped the experience of aca-

demic mobility participants together with the impact of local configurations, 

all underlined the importance of research interests regardless of the aforemen-

tioned differences. Even though they focused on various fields of the social 

sciences - politics, international relations, history, literature, and law - they 

underlined their challenges as well as the importance of comparative research 

between Turkey and Greece. 

On the one hand, T3 stressed that Greece was the place to be due to her 

research interest. Both academic interest and shared history between Turkey 

and Greece lead to the mobility of researchers. On the other hand, all he par-

ticipants reflect on their experiences and observations on how difficult it is to 
sustain a common institute, research, or dialogue due to prevailing political 

sensibilities: 

Working on diplomatic relations is different than focusing on cul-

tural studies. Complicated or politically extreme issues may com-

plicate the situation. At that time, you can become two parties of a 

litigation. 

However, academic mobility and experiences from both sides provide an 
abundance of inputs for the participants. According to shared expertise, G1 and 
T2 referred to the in-depth understanding they reached on domestic politics and 

the political culture of both countries. While they spent their times as ‘outsid-

ers’, they deepened their understanding towards the components of the political 

culture or domestic politics dynamics of the host country. Thus, they acquired 

an insider’s outlook which is required for academic objectivity and rationaliza-

tion. G1 further expanded on this, as he and other university colleagues estab-

lished a Turkey-Greece research center and a related post-graduate program. 

He stressed that it was the first and only research center which had been created 

during a time of positive momentum between Turkey and Greece. Yet, this ini-

tiative ended both due to the economic crisis in Greece and the emerging politi-

cal crisis between Turkey and Greece. However, this initiative proved that there 

is an audience for an institute to establish academic dialogue with a demand 

from both sides. The most important outcome and transfer of experience is the 
methodological approach that was adopted by G1: 
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We were really keen to deconstruct the nationalist narrative. Not 

from the top-down but from the bottom-up on both sides. We left the 

students alone for two weeks in the beginning to know themselves. 

All narratives were deconstructed and then we started the educa-

tional process to move beyond them. That was the unique feature 

of the program. To deconstruct what they had previously learned. 

Very few people only declined to change their ideas. But many of 

them changed their ideas without any pressure, only after they got 

to know each other. 

The program aimed to dismantle preconceptions before embarking to 

build dialogue between participants from both countries. It motivated stu-

dents to increase mutual understanding and emphatic relations instead of 

clashing through nation centric discourses about shared historical events. 

Through the program, the rational and objective perspective were the key 

building pillars. Also, G1 commented on the experience of those who re-

fused to change their ideas. According to him,  even though they were not 

receptive to changing their preconceptions, they were at least aware of the 

ideas of those that were. 

As the experience of the center for Turkey-Greece relations shows, 
although academic dialogue is required, it is not capable to solve every 

problem. However, the outcomes of the program led to a “normalization” 

of the mentality and brought greater understanding to both sides. Based 

on the experiences of academics from the two countries, and through their 
own narratives, this part examined the intersection of national identity 
and academic expertise. Considering individual differences and various 
local contexts, it shows the challenges and prospects for an academic dia-

logue between Turkey and Greece as a key trust building factor. As previ-

ously mentioned, academia and diplomacy are interrelated when it comes 

to relations between Greece and Turkey. While the tendency shows that 

academic mobility provides an ongoing and long-lasting bridge between 

Turkey and Greece, it should be seen as an opportunity to deepen and 

widen the dialogue. 
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SEEING YOURSELF OR BEING SEEN BY OTHERS AS A 
MISSIONARY

An examination of the experiences and narratives of the participants of ac-

ademic mobility provides some answers about how and why they have a place 

in the discussions of Turkey-Greece relations beyond the academic context. 
However, one must ask whether the participants consider themselves as key 

figures in the trust-building between the two states. The answer is two-fold: 
i) It depends on the location of the participants and where they position 

themselves during their experience, and
ii) It depends on the views of the environment where they are located. 

Many of our interviewees began their academic mobility during the “Tur-

key-Greece Spring” and stressed that it was a different time than the present. 

The efforts of senior scholars prove that they aimed to utilize the positive con-

text to deepen bilateral relations while the junior scholars benefitted for the 
further pursuit of their research in both countries. While the senior scholars 

furthered the relations within the institutional framework, the junior scholars 

followed more solitary paths. However, beyond their academic self-identifi-

cation, they faced different perceptions as well. For instance, T2 explained her 
own experience while emphasizing the others’ views as:

They looked at us differently, even in the international environment, 

because you are the one that can be identified as the “other” of 

the everyone else within that environment. They are looking at you 

how you are sitting, smiling and what you are doing. They just look. 

Because of the image of the Turk in their mind. You are faced with 

that. I even said once, “I am not a representative of something. We 

are not representing our countries”. But it was not like that. More-

over, they were questioning me as a woman. You always meet and 

face judgments. 

G2 reflects on his position vis-à-vis the university’s hierarchy and his 

relations with the other academics:

You are more flexible as a foreigner than a local in terms of the rela-

tionship between employee and institution. But it is in the practice. 
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We had the same duty with Turkish citizens but in practice, they 

were expected to do more work than us. There was more freedom for 

the foreigners. (…). There is a language issue. They cannot ask from 

you to do bureaucratic work that a Turkish citizen can do. Second is 

about trust. I don’t say that it is a hidden nationalism, but it is about 

controlling. Not retaining. As a foreigner, you can flee. They cannot 

control you as much as a Turkish citizen. It can be also something 

cultural. “They are not like us”. (…) I guess that they think that 

these strict hierarchical relations are not suitable for foreigners, 

Europeans, Westerners. But it is my guess. 

In terms of his relations with other academics, he adds:

There was a type of relation with other academics, in particular 

senior academics that was very respectful. If I compare it with their 

relationship with Turkish, local academics, I could say it was more 

respectful with extra distance, extra understanding. He or she can 

give more work to a local or can speak more abruptly, etc. There 

can be some exceptions, but it is usually personal. There is also a 

possibility that since he is a foreigner, he should not say something 

bad about us. (…) They were more comfortable while talking to us. 

They did not have any competition with us. There was no competi-

tion between us. I guess it made our relations more relaxed. 

Indeed, the mobility participants aimed to focus on their research, yet 

the nature of academia and various type of human interactions lead to many 

of the unplanned direct or indirect outcomes which are introduced above. In 

terms of  direct impact, the participants became members of an international/

bilateral academic circle which provides a venue for dialogue between both 

sides. Beyond their academic interactions, they became public figures who 

present the ideas, and commentary on television or write newspaper columns. 

For instance, T2 has a book published in Greek, and she has contributed to 

both Greek and Turkish academia; she also participates on television news 

programs as a specialist on Turkey-Greece relations.  On the other hand, the 

impacts of academic mobility can be diverse. Indeed, G1 underlined this is-

sue while talking about the impact of the research center  in the University 
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in terms of helping bring about a change in the mentality of many people. 

Moreover, long lasting changes in one’s mindset – G1 identified the process 

as “someone who learned the critical outlook would never come back from 

that understanding” – can enable the spread ideas among those with whom 

they are interacting. In addition, G1 shared another example by emphasizing 
the importance of experience-sharing within the mobility. 

In a two-three days long event in a University in Istanbul, only a 

few students came from Greece in its first year. Then the number in-

creased, because when the first students returned home, they shared 

their observations and experiences in Istanbul.

This is an unexpected, and not costly interaction, that can contribute to 
developing sustainable relations between Turkey and Greece. By interacting 

with the “other” paves the way to recreating shared memories, deconstructing 

the grand ethnocentric narratives, and getting rid of the burdens and luggage 

of the past while deepening knowledge, mutual understanding, and coopera-

tion between each other. In this sense, G3 says that she has never been con-

fronted with any prejudice from her students. On the contrary, her students 

felt that it is beneficial that they have a Greek lecturer so they can learn from 

her. As a response to their positive attitude, G3 was also feeling responsible to 

introduce Greece to her Turkish students:

I consider all my classes from a holistic point of view. They are 

about language but I see them as classes on culture. I try to intro-

duce Greece as much as possible with songs, movies, studies on 

Athens, etc. There are many senior students (students in the Modern 

Greek Language Department) who have never been in Greece yet. I 

am their connection with Greece. I perceive my role from this angle 

as well.

Nevertheless, regarding how one in perceived, G2 underlines how others 

assign to him the role of representative of his country:

Even if you say that you don’t have that kind of mission, just because 

people see you as a Greek, there is such a thing. I have been going to Turkey 

for 20 years and you are the only one as a Greek person. For instance, there 
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is a football game between Turkey and Greece, they can see you as a repre-

sentative. Even if you do not want it, they can see you as a representative of 

Greece. 

FINDINGS & RECOMMENDATIONS

First, our interviews show that the individual efforts for participating 

in academic mobility in both countries are more predominant than the in-

stitutional efforts, in particular for the junior researchers. Even though the 

individual efforts are always crucial for any type of academic engagement, 

the lack of institutional support brings limitations to the mobility. Also, the 

diversity of funding mechanisms for the researchers to apply is insufficient. 

There are several scholarships to support researchers in both country such as 

those provided by the Onassis Foundation and the American Research Cen-

tre; however, they need to be followed through individual efforts rather than 

institutional encouragement. Therefore, the possibility of a continued and en-

hanced academic dialogue between the two countries is primarily left to in-

dividual initiatives. Nevertheless, more institutionalized scholarships that are 

designated for specific purposes such as the European Union’s Jean Monnet 

funding schemes prove their value to improve academic mobility. Addition-

ally, our qualitative data showed that while Greek citizens benefit less from 

scholarships during their research period in Turkey, they have opportunities 

chance to find academic jobs while in Turkey whereas the possibility of find-

ing an academic position in Greece for junior researchers from Turkey is rath-

er limited.

Secondly, the bilateral relations between Turkey and Greece have a sig-

nificant impact on the researchers’ motivation in terms of the start or the con-

tinuation of their research or work in the other’s country. At this point, it 

should be also highlighted that for those who choose to stay in their country 

of mobility, the feeling of insecurity leads to further self-censorship in their 

selection of research topics or to their freedom of expression. The restrictions 
over academic freedom (either auto-censored or institutional) carry the risk 

a reduced number of academic publications as an outcome of the academic 

mobility. Therefore, core values such as safeguarding academic freedom and 
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respect for the freedom of expression emerge as essential challenges for both 
countries.

Taking into consideration the lack of institutional encouragement and 

the impact of the political atmosphere, our third recommendation concerns 

the establishment of a model for an institution, or a center designated for aca-

demic mobility in various disciplines between Turkey and Greece. Within the 

framework of this model, a committee designated to support certain number 

of researchers at different levels of their academic development from different 

disciplines could be established. Nonetheless, it is crucial for this committee 

to be politically independent and to prioritize academic objectivity. Addition-

ally, this committee should have recognition and credibility in both countries. 

Finally, to increase efficiency and derive outcomes from the academ-

ic mobility, institutionalized networks should be improved. Early-stage re-

searchers, in particular, do not usually take part in already existing projects 
or academic networks in these institutions but try instead to establish their 

networks through personal and professional relationships established during 

their mobility. However, bringing together the expertise of young academics 
from both countries across different disciplines for knowledge production and 

enhancement is also beneficial for the institutions where researchers are un-

dergoing their academic mobility.
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APPENDIX

Table A: Profile of the interviewees

Current Job Academic Mobility

G1
He is a Professor and working in a research 
Institute

Full-time _Professor in Turkey

T1
He is a Professor in a private university in 
Turkey

Visiting Professor, University of Cyprus

G2 He is a Lecturer in Germany
Research visits during his Doctoral studies
After acquiring his PhD, he became a full 
time lecturer in a state university in Turkey

T2
She is an Associate Professor in a state 
university in Turkey

MA student & Doctoral Researcher in 
Greece

G3
She is a PhD candidate in a state university 
and a Lecturer in another state university in 
Turkey

Doctoral Researcher and Lecturer in Turkey 

T3
She is an Assistant Professor in a private 
university in Turkey

Doctoral Researcher in Greece 
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Audi Alteram Partem:

Enhancing Trust-Building in Greek-Turkish 

Relations through Youth Empowerment 

Abdullah Arslan, Erman Ermihan, and Kleopatra Moditsi

Abstract

Greek-Turkish relations have been experiencing yet another turbulent and challenging 
time. Driven mainly by the regional conflicts and historical representations of the “oth-
er”, the publics of both sides are also negatively affected by the ongoing tense relation-
ship. However, not much attention has been given to the role of youth in enhancing trust 
in Greek-Turkish relations. This paper proposes that by increasing the role of youth in 
bilateral relations, both countries will have more common ground to cooperate and 
negotiate instead of competing with each other. To understand why youth can play such 
a role in improving bilateral relations, we first aim at determining what youth think 
about Greek-Turkish relations in general. Secondly, we will focus on the factors that 
can contribute to better relations among youth. In this study, to consolidate our aims, a 
survey was distributed to all the participants of the annual Greek-Turkish Young Lead-
ers Symposium (GTYLS). GTYLS participants’ perceptions of Greek-Turkish relations 
were meant to provide an overview from the perspective of youth. Additionally, based 
on the survey results, the impact of the Symposium on the participants’ perceptions of 
communities is observed on three themes: Trust, Empathy, and Future contact intention 
to understand the influence of the GTYLS on participants. With regard to the analysis 
and guided by the survey results, this study provides a number of requisite policy rec-
ommendations.

Keywords: Greece, Turkey, Trust, Youth, GTYLS
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INTRODUCTION1

“Audi alteram partem”, which means “listen to the other side”, is lacking 

in today’s political atmosphere. Especially in the context of Greek-Turkish 
relations, several issues contribute to the lack of dialogue. As the substantial 

literature suggests, geopolitical competition, the image of “other”, populism, 

and identity structures are driving bilateral relations to a downward spiral 

which is detrimental to the population of both countries. However, not much 

attention has been given to the root causes of the misperceptions of the “oth-

er” among Greek and Turkish youth. Inspired by Cuhadar, Genc, and Kotelis’ 

research titled “A Greek–Turkish peace project: assessing the effectiveness 
of interactive conflict resolution” (2015) and interested in understanding the 

youth’s role in the Greek-Turkish conflict and its potential resolution, we pro-

pose research focusing on youth perceptions. We will focus on youth dialogue 

because, as the literature suggests, dialogue between peers is a significant 

element of youth empowerment to build a sustainable relationship for peace 

between communities (Ungerleider 2012) since it increases the active par-

ticipation of youth. By enhancing the role of the youth in the two countries, 

we believe that the cyclical and harmful bilateral context of Greek-Turkish 
relations would eventually evolve into cooperation and solidarity among the 

two communities.

In this chapter, we will first lay out the main discussions in the liter-

ature, which focuses on Greek-Turkish relations, youth empowerment, and 

trust-building. Then, we will outline our methodology of survey research and 

its possible limitations. The following section will then analyze the ways in 

which youth empowerment can play a role in maintaining better relations 

between the Greek and Turkish communities, guided by the survey results. 

Finally, several policy recommendations will be provided along with a dis-

cussion section at the end. 

1 We would like to extend our sincere gratitude to all the participants from GTYLS for our survey. Also, we 
would like to thank Prof. Dimitrios Triantaphyllou and Dr. Emrah Karaoğuz from Kadir Has University and 
Dr. Cihan Dizdaroğlu from Başkent University for their valuable feedback. 
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BACKGROUND AND LITERATURE REVIEW

The literature that guides our research is threefold: Greek-Turkish rela-

tions, youth empowerment, and trust-building. To start with Greek-Turkish 

relations, a recent priority of the literature that dominates the fields of Po-

litical Science and International Relations is the issue of populism. As is the 

case elsewhere, populism also affects Greek-Turkish relations. Grigoriadis 

(2020) observes populism in the Greek-Turkish relations context along the 
left and right wings of the political spectrum and suggests that it erodes state 

institutions, liberal democracies, and interstate relations. A recent survey led 

by the Hellenic Foundation for European & Foreign Policy (ELIAMEP) and 
the Dianeosis research institute and conducted by MRB and KONDA reveals 

such an erosion based on populism in bilateral relations. In the survey, the 

escalating tensions between the two countries resulted in 70.2% of the Greek 

and 41.9% of the Turkish participants believing that a military incident be-

tween the two countries is possible (Nedos 2021). 

Moreover, the role of institutional actors, such as the European Union 

(EU), is also being observed in the literature on Greece-Turkey relations. Al-

though the EU had a positive impact on Greek-Turkish relations after 1999, 

the ideational framing of the European Neighborhood Policy consolidated the 

EU’s borders and could not appeal to non-EU members and non-Europeans, 

such as Turkey (Rumelili 2007). Furthermore, the NATO membership of both 

countries since 1952 has provided ground for cooperation and peace, although 

their relations were strained on multiple occasions. The United States’ pres-

ence and intervention arguably prevented more escalations (Binder 2012). 

Secondly, the literature on youth empowerment is also another signifi-

cant area developing over the past decade. A seminal work by Jennings et al. 

(2006) creates an alternative model to youth empowerment by focusing on a 

safe environment, participation, engagement, and power-sharing. Based on 

these elements, the “YES!” project was designed by Wilson et al. (2008) to 

increase social action among elementary and middle school children. An under-

represented part in the youth empowerment literature is the role of youth in in-

ter-state conflicts and peacebuilding, although there is evidence that it may play 
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a key role. For instance, in the Cyprus issue, which causes multiple tensions for 

Greek-Turkish relations, the role of youth is also key in shaping intercommunal 

relations. However, as Dizdaroğlu (2020) suggests, more than half of the young 
Greek Cypriots and Turkish Cypriots believe that there will never be a solution 

to the Cyprus issue, which prevents the chances for resolution. 

Finally, the literature on trust-building is also necessary for our research, 

particularly because of its significant societal and international roles. Here, a 

seminal piece of research by Kelman (2005) suggests that in the cases of pro-

tracted conflicts, such as the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, “interactive problem 

solving” is a substantial method that can help towards conflict resolution. Even-

tually, trust-building measures are maintained and developed. This could be 

applied to Greek-Turkish relations, as they would develop solutions with more 

youth participation and inclusion. According to research conducted in Northern 

Ireland and Cyprus, there is evidence supporting that high-quality contact expe-

riences between communities increase the intention for future contact, meaning 

that trust-building can influence future behavior (McKeown & Psaltis, 2017). 
Pettigrew and Tropp (2000) showed that intergroup contacts have a negative 

relationship with prejudice. In other words, when contact between groups in 

conflicts increases, the level of prejudice decreases. In that sense, intergroup 

contact allows for building trust between groups (Tam et al., 2009). An event 

such as the Greek-Turkish Young Leaders Symposium (GTYLS) represents an 

opportunity for trust building among youth from Greece and Turkey because it 

creates an environment conducive to high-quality contact and incentivizes par-

ticipants to change their future behavior through the promotion of collaborative 

initiatives after the completion of the Symposium.

METHODOLOGY AND LIMITATIONS 

The Greek Turkish Young Leaders Symposium (GTYLS) is a forum be-

tween young Greeks and Turks aiming to establish dialogue and network-

ing between both communities.2 In 2021, the GTYLS held its seventh annual 

event as an online event for the second year in a row due to the Covid19 pan-

2 Further information on GTYLS can be reached through https://greekturkishrelations.org/. 
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demic. The GTYLS represents a good example of youth empowerment, trust, 
and empathy-building because it offers thematic sessions as well as work-

shops. Symposium participants are empowered through the knowledge they 

gain about the subject matter and the opportunities they have to collaborate 

with people from the “other” side, thus creating collaborative relations and 

challenging the prevalent narrative of the “other” as an opponent. By the end 

of the event, participants form mixed groups, i.e., from both communities, 
and are required to create project ideas that are doable and address issues of 

relevance to Greek-Turkish relations. Collaboration towards a common goal 

increases cross-cultural communication, empathy, and trust-building among 

Greeks and Turks. For this reason, GTYLS participants offer a solid sample 

for measuring empathy, trust, and future contact intentions between the Greek 

and Turkish communities. 

The authors used an online survey to measure the change in GTYLS 

participants’ perspectives and potential future behavior. Survey questions 

measured the three aforementioned concepts: trust, empathy, future contact 
intentions. Besides demographic questions, participants are also asked ques-

tions regarding Greek-Turkish relations. The survey was organized in nine 

sections and distributed to all GTYLS participants (that took part in the first 

six editions of the Symposium) through the Symposium’s participant mailing 
list. The mailing listing was provided by the organizers of the symposium 

with their permission. The survey was distributed to all the GTYLS partici-

pants individually via email. Out of all the participants, 68 people attempted 

to fill the survey, and 58 people completed it. The survey was prepared on the 

Survey Monkey platform and took about 10 minutes to complete. The survey 

questions can be viewed in the link below.3 

The survey conducted also had several limitations for observing the three 

aforementioned concepts. First, due to the Covid-19 travel restrictions, only 

one (2020) out of six Symposiums was conducted online, making the prior 
five symposiums face-to-face events (2015-2019). We assume that the par-

ticipants (10) who only attended the online symposium might show qualita-

3 Survey is available at https://docs.google.com/document/d/1TvjKISugXb3-ArF5mFRfhJofnwym-PfQw9wjq- 
8dmH4/edit?usp=sharing.
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tively different results than face-to-face participants. Moreover, there are also 

participants who attended multiple symposiums, both face-to-face and online 

(4). Thus, this might create different results, which might have an impact on 

the scales that were used. 

Finally, this study is designed as two-fold: first, the survey with the 
GTYLS participants; and second, semi-structured in-depth interviews. Fol-

lowing this study, the survey results will be triangulated with semi-struc-

tured interviews that offer more content and detailed answers from the 

participants, something which is not possible with the survey methodology 

(Adams 2015). 

YOUTH IN GREEK-TURKISH RELATIONS: THE GREEK-TURKISH 
YOUNG LEADERS SYMPOSIUM

To start with the demographics of the survey participants, it is observed 

that the majority of the participants (44.83%) are between 31 and 35 years 

old. Moreover, the GTYLS participants are evenly split in terms of their na-

tionality (Greek or Turkish) and gender (50%). In addition, most of the sur-

vey participants have master’s degrees (56.90%). For the questions regard-

ing the GTYLS, most participants reported having participated in the online 

symposium in December 2020 (24.14%), followed by the one held in Kavala 

in 2019. Because the 2020 symposium was the only one held online, most 

respondents attended the symposium in person (75.86%). An overwhelm-

ing majority of the participants stated that they only participated once in the 

symposium (93.10%). Participants either heard about the symposium through 

someone (46.55%) or via social media (41.38%). Participants also recom-

mended the symposium to 6 or more people in their social circles (29.31%). 

ANALYSIS: ROOT CAUSES OF NEGATIVE PERCEPTIONS  
OF THE OTHER 

When asked about Greek-Turkish relations where participants could 

choose multiple options, 82.76% of the participants answered that they are 

neighbors, and 68.97% said they are in geopolitical competition. 39.66% think 

that there is much conflict in the relationship. Accordingly, 75.86% think that 
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bilateral relations are bad. As to the causes of bilateral conflicts, participants 

suggest that the Cyprus issue and geopolitical competition lead to conflict.  On 

the other hand, participants were asked the first three words that come to their 

minds regarding Greek-Turkish relations. As Figure 1 shows, participants men-

tioned both negative words as well as positive connotations such as “peace”, 

“neighboring”, “similarities”, or “friendship”. Thus, it can be highlighted that 

they are aware that Greek-Turkish relations are like a coin with two different 

sides. While there is the presence of differences on certain political issues/inter-

ests, there is also a side consisting of good neighborly relations.

Moreover, to triangulate the close-ended questions, participants were 

asked to answer open-ended questions about the root causes of conflict in 

Greek-Turkish relations. As seen in Figure 2, mostly “history” and “his-

torical competition” or “historical disputes” were pointed out by the par-

ticipants. In other words, it can be argued that a motivated group of young 

Greeks and Turks interested in bilateral relations think this is not only an 

issue of daily politics but that there are unresolved problems with a long his-

torical background. Indeed, historical narratives have been fueling mutual 

mistrust, prejudice in the negative perceptions towards each other (Hera-

clides 2011). Additionally, like the closed-ended answers, some participants 

mentioned geopolitical rivalry as one of the root causes for unstable rela-

tions in the open-ended questions.

Besides the aforementioned points, participants also underline the fact 

that “populism/populist discourses” or “politicians/politics” have an impact. 

For instance, one participant said that “politicians from both sides use the 

problem [Greek-Turkish relations] to manipulate their voters” while anoth-

er suggested that the “interests of both sides and both governments use this 

[Greek-Turkish relations] as a distraction from domestic issues”. These argu-

ments match with the answer to the question of “How do you evaluate your 

government’s policy towards Greece or Turkey.” Most of the respondents 

(39.66%) stated that they find their governments neither successful nor unsuc-

cessful towards Greece or Turkey. 20.69% stated their government’s policy is 

very unsuccessful, 24.14% stated that it is unsuccessful, while only 15.52% 

suggested that it is successful. No one replied that it is very successful. 
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When asked about potential solutions to ease Greek-Turkish relations, 

most respondents referred to political dialogue (79.66%), civil society coop-

eration (71.19%), economic cooperation (61.02%), and youth empowerment 

(57.63%). The prevalence of political dialogue as the most popular answer to 

this question is in concurrence with a general trend observed in this section 

of the survey: political leadership in both countries plays a significant role in 
Greek-Turkish relations. Although the GTYLS cannot directly influence gov-

ernment policies, it contributes significantly to civil society cooperation and 

youth empowerment, which are also highly popular choices among survey 

participants. 

ANALYSIS: FACTORS THAT CAN CONTRIBUTE TO BETTER 
RELATIONS AMONG YOUTH 

Trust, Future Contact Intention, and Empathy 

As mentioned in the literature review, this study builds its argument 

on building trust, empathy, and future contact intention among youth. The 

GTYLS is a rare example of an event that allows young Greek and Turks to 
come together for networking purposes.  In that regard, we try to evaluate how 

such an event can impact the participants on three levels: future contact inten-

tion, trust, and empathy which are components of interactive problem-solving 

in conflicts and trust-building among youth.

To measure future contact intention, this study utilized the scale previ-

ously used by Mckeown and Psaltis (2017). The scale has three questions, 

such as ‘‘I would like to know more about the other community’’ on a 5 points 

Likert scale. In this scale, higher scores show more intention, while lower 

scores show less.

To measure trust, the Intergroup Trust scale previously used by Tam et 

al. (2009) was utilized. As in the case of the future contact intention scale, 

higher scores show more while lower scores show less. The questionnaire 

consists of 4 questions, such as ‘‘I trust ordinary people of the other commu-

nity when they say they want peace’’.
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Additionally, the empathy levels of respondents were compared before 

and after. To measure it, this study adapted the empathy scale from Malhotra 

and Liyanage (2005). The questionnaire has five questions, such as ‘‘I would 

get very angry if I saw a Greek/Turkish person being ill-treated’’ on a 7-point 

Likert scale. In this case, lower scores indicate a higher empathy level, while 

higher scores indicate less. 

All the scales were provided two times in the survey. First, respondents 

were asked to fill the questionnaire according to their feelings before taking 

part in the GTYLS. The second time, they were asked to fill the questionnaire 

according to their feelings after taking part in the GTYLS.

Statistical analysis was run through the SPSS (Statistical Package for the 

Social Sciences) software. Initially, the results were checked to see whether 

they meet the normality requirements and were normally distributed. The test 

results can be seen in Table 1. We believe that since GTYLS participants al-

ready possess high-level trust, contact intention, empathy scores accumulated 

in higher levels, normality tests failed. As a result of this, we decided to do 

nonparametric analysis on scales and conduct a Wilcoxon Signed-rank test 
suitable for non-normal distributed data to compare before and after results 

(Blair and Higgins 1980). 

Table 1 and Table 2 shows that for all grounds, when means are com-

pared, there is an increase in a positive manner. Additionally, Table 2 shows 

Wilcoxon test results and indicates Future Contact Intention–After was statis-

tically significantly higher than Future Contact Intention–Before Z= -2.318, 

p =.020 <0.05. In others, it can be argued that after the Symposium, partici-

pants started to have more future contact intentions towards their neighbors. 

To illustrate, our survey questions whether participants recommended the 

GTYLS to their peers can be given as an example. Participants recommended 
the symposium to their social spheres by 6+ people (29.31%), while more 

than 50% of them recommended it to at least two of their peers. This table 

also indicates that Empathy-After scores were statistically lower than Empa-

thy-Before scores Z= -3.355, p=.001<0.05. Since for the Empathy scale, low-

er scores indicate a higher level of empathy, we can argue that participants’ 

left the event with more empathy towards the other community. Lastly, when 
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trust scores are compared, even though according to the means of Trust-Be-

fore and Trust-After scores, there is an increase in trust, Wilcoxon test results 
indicate no statistically significant difference: Z= -1.349, p=.177>0.05.  We 
interpreted that improving trust within a three-day event is harder than im-

proving empathy and future contact intention. Although it requires more time 

and contact, enhanced empathy and contact intention are important founda-

tions that can be a strong base to build trust. Christie (2006) argued that in-

tergroup contacts would enhance the trust-building process and cooperative 

relations among groups. Enhancement of empathy towards each other can 

pave the way to collaborate more while diminishing the negative perceptions 

that cause mistrust (Malhotra and Liyanage 2005). Therefore, we underline 

that youth involvement in networking events can be a significant tool in rec-

onciling Greek-Turkish relations since it might generate actively engaged and 

dynamic youth collaboration. 

Findings and Policy Recommendations

Focusing on youth empowerment has long-term benefits for interstate 

cooperation and dialogue. Thinking of the youth as potential policy entrepre-

neurs, they could and should be part of conflict resolution mechanisms be-

tween states, such as Greece and Turkey. For this reason, this study focused on 

youth empowerment in developing the relations between two countries, using 

the Greek-Turkish Young Leaders Symposium (GTYLS) as the event that has 

prompted youth empowerment. As the descriptive analysis of the survey and 

the statistical analysis on trust, empathy, future contact intention showed, the 

GTYLS participants are aware of the existing problems which need to be ad-

dressed for reconciliation. Furthermore, even though they already were strongly 

motivated, the GTYLS positively influenced them on the three aforementioned 

themes, leading to more cooperation and dialogue among youth. 

We believe that this study can be an example for further studies as well. 
Due to time limitations, we cannot compare the results with a control group.  For 

larger studies, control groups can be included to bring more generalizable results 

and comparisons among youth. We believe that such a study would help create a 

great roadmap to empower the youth in greater involvement in bilateral relations. 
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Considering our study, the following policy recommendations aim to 

improve the efficiency of youth involvement in developing Greek-Turkish 

relations:
1) As future contact intention analysis shows, participants to the GTYLS 

have high intentions to engage in a dialogue with their neighbors. 

Therefore, a youth platform that ensures contact between Greeks and 

Turkish youth can be established. Through this platform, young peo-

ple can initiate further projects, ideas, and the like. In other words, 

youth-led initiatives should be encouraged and embraced to be ac-

tively involved in bilateral relations.

2) As GTYLS participants pointed out in the survey, the youth con-

sider historical narratives a root cause of unstable relations between 

Greece and Turkey. Hence, symposiums or events like the GTYLS 

can add sessions focusing on tackling historical narratives to their 

curriculums. 

3) According to the survey results, GTYLS participants suggest civil 

society cooperation as a policy area that could improve bilateral re-

lations. Thus, dialogue between civil society actors from Greece and 

Turkey should be increased to develop sustainable cooperation. Civil 

society dialogue can focus on either encouraging political dialogue 

or creating cross-border synergies on other issues such as the econo-

my, the environment, culture, and the like.

4) Youth mobility between Greece and Turkey should be supported. As 

previous experiences and our survey results show, interaction among 
youth helps create favorable relations between peers. Mobility op-

portunities would contribute to dealing with negative perceptions.  

5) The Cyprus issue is one of the reasons that makes Greek-Turkish re-

lations more sensitive. Similarly to what the literature demonstrates, 

according to our survey results, the youth also consider Cyprus as 

one of the root causes of complex relations between Greece and 
Turkey. Thus, another platform can be established to allow young 

Greeks, Turks, and Cypriots to engage in dialogue.  
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Table 1: Descriptive Normality Test Results
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Pairs Through Borders:  

Aegean

Deniz Halman Tomaka and Eirini Aikaterini Barianaki

Abstract

Turkey and Greece, two Eastern Mediterranean countries, have had an official part-
nership for decades because of their geographical proximity by sharing the Aegean Sea 
in terms of their economy and cultural history. The area analyzed in this study is the 
Aegean Sea comprising the Greek Aegean islands and the Aegean coastal area (Anado-
lu/Asia Minor/Μικρά Ασία) currently belonging to Turkey. This paper investigates the 
economic, social, and cultural flows generated on the Aegean land-sea interface be-
tween Greece and Turkey contributing to local economic development, without focus-
ing on the geopolitical aspects of international relations between the two countries. The 
paper also addresses the recognition of the economic and cultural interaction between 
Greeks and Turks that can be a starting point for the inclusion of socio-cultural values 
in cross-border Maritime Spatial Planning and exploring the aspects and potential of 
economic cooperation between the two areas. This aspect also includes synergies by 
locals/visitors and policymakers, allowing a place-based approach to planning and 
developing the area. The proposed action plans provided by the study can foster coop-
eration at local level. 

Keywords: Local development, social flows, transboundary governance, bilateral eco-
nomics, DIVE methodology, economic sustainability, interregional cooperation
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INTRODUCTION

The Aegean Sea is a typical archipelago of continental islands, with 

around 7500 islands and islet at various topographic features and geographi-

cal levels (Sfenthourakis and Triantis 2017). The Aegean stands in the center 

of the conjunction of two continents, namely Europe and Asia, in the Medi-

terranean Sea situated between the Greek peninsula in the west and Asia Mi-

nor in the east between the main lands of Greece and Turkey (Maniopoulou 

2017). Apart from the geographical characteristics of the Aegean Sea, there is 

also a strong connection between Greeks and Turks who live beyond a bipolar 

ideological orientation between west and east and a border landscape ridden 

with socio-economic challenges and geopolitical threats (Terkenli 2001).

Seas and coastlines interconnect states as a natural frontier that builds 

marine governance, specifically, the formulation and implementation of ma-

rine spatial planning (MSP) which is transboundary by nature. Due to the 

borders of the marine ecosystems and the many maritime activities’ dynamics 

(such as, for example, navigation), political and administrative borders are not 
limited and regulated. Although the MSP processes are focused at sub-nation-

al and national levels, tension based on institutionalization arises between the 

limits of the marine ecosystem and its activities (van Tatenhove 2017). This 

perspective broadens from the theoretical framework based on local-state or 

nation-state relationships analysis through central conceptualization, in re-

gard to the concepts of transnational networks and flows of people, capital, 

information, images, goods, and materials (i.e. Linde et al. 2017).

The primary purpose of MSP is to reduce negative aspects, and consequenc-

es caused by human activities in the sea and MSP is understood as the planning 

activities within the scope of the management and protection of the sea ecosys-

tem. The process should be focused on active participation, layering all stages of 

spatial planning (Ehler and Douvere 2009). In this sense, the active work and in-

volvement of MSP in recent years show that their management gains importance 

in the context of land-sea interactions (Kyvelou and Ierapetritis 2019). 

This case of land-sea interactions is a part of what Castells (2006) refers 

to as the result of globalization and the rise of the “network society.” The 
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concept of the network society is based on the increasing validity of digi-

tal information and communication technologies, which determines society’s 

social structures and activities and differs from previous network concepts. 

Even if the land-sea connections’ flows are becoming increasingly essen-

tial daily through globalization (Castells 2006), the flows create “a timeless, 

boundless, and transnational space” within themselves. They have inter-flow 

mobility and are a complementary element of continuous, limited activity 

within “space of places.” “Network societies” are constituted by the interac-

tion between the network (the net) and the power of identity (the self). There 

are “space of flows” (dominant functions) – “space of places” (subordinate 

functions and people, disconnected), as well as “programmers and switchers” 

who can both constitute and program networks connect networks by sharing 

common aims and combining resources. Hence, the network of the marine 

governance in the seas and the coastlines, occurs (similarly in what Castells 

points out through the types of networks) at the intersection of the networks of 

global tourism, dredging and financial networks; and local social, economic, 

and civil society networks. 

The increasing volume of trade also has a justification for the space of 

flows. The Turkish Statistical Institute’s official data shows that in 1997, the 

volume of the bilateral trade was 729.017 in US dollars. Although by 2015, 

this number had increased to 2.993,069 dollars (Yazgan 2016). Officially 

signed agreements between the two countries since 2000 have also affect-

ed these trade dynamics. IMF data shows that Greece’s biggest trade partner 

in 2014 was Turkey, amounting to 4,294.09 million dollars (Yazgan 2016). 

There is also a significant increase in bilateral tourism (ibid). For example, 
the number of citizens who visited Greece from Turkey was 170,019 in 2003. 

This number increased to 898,919 in 2015. Similarly, tourists from Greece to 

Turkey have almost risen by four times in 6 years, from 218,092 in 2010, to 

755,414 in 2015 (Yazgan 2016).

Additionally, increasing dual mobility is an integral part of everyday 

life, especially during the summer months, between the Greek islands and 

the Turkish coastal cities. Specifically, the connections between the island 

of Symi and Datça are an empiric example of the situation. In fact, the two 
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authors share common Symi and Datça experiences which have contributed 
to the research of this paper. Due to their formed personal relations, they have 

observed many non-formal affinities beyond state-based agreements and re-

lationships. This observation, from and anthropocentric perspective, demon-

strates that there is also evidence from both sides that there are unstoppable 

flows of social and economic interaction.

Therefore, based on the socio-economic and geographical archipelago 

of the Aegean as well as the flows rising from the increasing political and 

social relations, this paper focuses on the networking flows and mobility be-

tween the Greek Aegean islands and the Turkish Aegean coastal areas (Μικρά 
Ασία/Asia Minor/Anadolu). The intention is to examine the governance in 
transboundary policy at the local level under the region’s decision-making 

processes and stakeholder engagement, including “the pairs through borders” 

that are identified, because, between the two countries, there exist multiple 
networking flows that are defined by economic, spatial, and socio-economic 

connections. Thus, the primary significance of this study is to analyze and 

offer recommendations to the intertwined regions regarding their tourism-ori-

ented relations and the legal basis and governance by answering the following 

research/policy questions: (1) What are the key- characteristics of the regions; 
(2) How can one “exceed” the borders by considering the increasing social 
flows and mobility between the pairs across the Aegean?

Thus, the study discusses the potential of the pairs across border and 

aims to fill the gap and neglect the research to improve the local policy-mak-

ing processes as defined in this paper’s areas of focus; i.e., marine governance 

and maritime spatial planning (MSP). Hence, this paper does not look at on 

the geopolitical aspects of the Greek-Turkish bilateral relationship, although 

it provides an analysis of the socio-economic flows as a “biotic” pattern in the 

shared Aegean Sea. 

This paper consists of three main foci. First, it identifies the three “pairs 

through borders” (Symi-Datça, Rhodes-Marmaris, and Kastellorizo-Kaş) in 
the Aegean by analyzing historical, social, cultural, and landscape character-

istics. Secondly, it provides a limited literature review elaborated by providing 

information, taking into account the DIVE methodology to discuss/ analyze 



the results. Thirdly, the paper offers an “Action Plan” and recommendations 

on the local and transboundary development of the examined “pairs.”

CHARACTERISTIC OF THREE “PAIRS THROUGH BORDERS” 

The geographical area addressed in this paper is the Aegean archipelago, 

and the study focuses on six interlinked areas. It analyzes the policies at the 
local administration level. In the case of Greece, the current administrative di-

vision of the country is formed by the “Cleisthenes I Program” and validated 

in the Government Gazette in 2019.1 According to this new law, the country 

is divided into seven decentralized administrations, thirteen regions, and 332 

municipalities. The regions and the municipalities are self-governing legal 

entities; their authorities are elected by universal suffrage by the registered 

citizens and, in turn, are divided into 74 Regional units.  The study focus 

area on behalf of Greece are three Dodecanese Island municipalities (Rhodes, 

Symi, and Kastellorizo) which belong to the Rhodes and Kos Regional Units 

of the South Aegean, one of the thirteen administrative districts of Greece 

(NUTS 2 level).2

On the other hand, Turkey’s local government system is composed of 

municipalities, provincial administrations, and villages. Metropolitan munici-

palities are determined by focusing on the quantitative data of the population. 

(İzci et al. 2013). According to the Union of Municipalities of Turkey, the 
country consists of 30 metropolitan municipalities (0,2%), 51 provincial mu-

nicipalities (4%), 519 Metropolitan District Municipalities (37%), 400 District 

Municipalities (29%), and 397 town municipalities (28%).3 Datça, Marmaris, 

and Kaş are governed by the metropolitan district municipality, although they 
are linked to the metropolitan municipalities of Muğla and Antalya. 

The paper claims the “pairs through borders” due to the strong connections 

and networking flows between the Greek islands and the Minor Asia coastline 

towns that are analyzed and confirmed by historical evidence. In 700 BC, the 

Dorian Hexapolis (Greek: Δωρικὴ Ἑξάπολις or Δωριέων Ἑξάπολις) was found-

1 Law number: 4555/2018 - ΦΕΚ 133/Α/19-7-2018
2 IONIAN SEA: “Everlasting Experience” Algean Property, Accessed April 28, 2021
3 https://www.tbb.gov.tr/belediyelerimiz/istatistikler/genel-istatistikler/, Accessed April 28, 2021.
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ed by the Rhodian authority in six cities. The two coastal cities were the, Cnidus, 
and Halicarnassu on the east, the island city of Cos. The other three cities were 

the Ialyssos, the Kamiros, and the Lindos in the island of Rhodes (Vassilia and 

Petsa-Tzounakou 1996). Today, these strong economic connections and net-

working flows still exist, especially in the geographical areas that are very close 
to each other. (Villing and Mommsen  2017). The paper thus assesses three 

pairs of six cities. Each consists of two territories (a Greek island and a Turkish 
Aegean coastal area). It highlights a conceptual approach for identifying and 

hierarchizing the characteristics of the “Aegean identity” among the “pairs.” 

In defining and analyzing the pairs, we made use of the DIVE analysis con-

cept (Tengberg 2012) to highlight the relevant identifications. The DIVE-analysis 

is composed of four steps: Describe, Interpret, Valuate, and Enable, that address 

some of the issues identified when viewing historical and cultural areas as qual-

itative and functional resources4. The DIVE methodology proposes a time/scale 

matrix used to organize collected data and analyze the way that societal changes 
affect the structures of the landscapes and/or the territories. Photographs, histor-

ical or contemporary maps, historical records, and quantitative inventories were 

systemized and analyzed within the matrix (see map 1 for the pairs).

Map 1: “Pairs through borders.”

4 Sustainable Historic Towns: A Handbook about DIVE - Urban Heritage Analysis, 2009
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1.  Symi-Datça

Symi is a part of the twelve islands of the Dodecanese (Δωδεκάνησα) 
located in the region where the Aegean Sea and the Mediterranean Sea meet 

in Greece. The island population consists of 2,500 residents, mainly involved 

in fishing, trade, and tourism. (Sfenthourakis 2017) The Datça peninsula is 

located on the southwest corner of Asia Minor, between Bodrum and Mar-

maris. The narrow part of the area widens into the Aegean between Kos and 

Rhodes, at a distance of 8 kilometers from the island of Symi (Artan 2009). 

According to the ethnic-archeological findings, the ancient commercial port 

city Cnidus (Wilker 2019) dates back to 350BC (Havelock 2007) is located 

on the Datça peninsula. Datça Municipality is a local administration, which 

is a part of the city of Muğla. Datça’s population was 23,711 in 2020, a 
5.84% increase compared to 2019.5 Datça is classified as a “tourism center”6 

(GEKA 2014).

Besides their geographic proximity, Datça and Symi maintain their 
international relations through an administrative partnership they estab-

lished at the local level. Every year, Datça Municipality organizes an 

event called “Swim for Peace,” where volunteer swimmers swim to the 

island of Symi.7 The Mayor of Symi also produces Turkish content in the 

promotional films made in support of the revitalization of the region’s 

tourism. According to Mayor Lefteris Papakalodukas, in an interview in 

2017, for Symi, Datça is “one of the sister/brother cities” and that tourism 

and trade fair held in Istanbul in 2013, Symi and Datçaa joint stand. Fur-

thermore, he noted that during the summer, the locals visit each other for 

shopping on weekends.8

5 https://www.nufusune.com/datca-ilce-nufusu-mugla, Accessed April 20, 2021.
6 Turkish: Turizm odağı
7 https://www.keeptalkinggreece.com/2020/09/02/datca-symi-swim-for-peace/, Accessed April 20, 2021.
8 https://www.cnnturk.com/seyahat/turk-turistlerin-sinir-otesindeki-gozdesi-simi-adasi?page=5 
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Image 1: “Peace will win.”

A tremendous socio-economic result is that the entrepreneur of a well-

known restaurant in Symi invested and opened a new restaurant in D’ Maris 

Bay in the Datca Peninsula because of the demand from Turkish clients.

Image 2: Restaurant in Symi (left)

Image 3: Restaurant in Datca (right)
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2. Rhodes- Marmaris

Rhodes, the biggest island of the Dodecanese, is close to the southwest of 

Turkey at a distance of 20 kilometers (narrow corners) to Marmaris (Soucek 

2004). Rhodes is governed by a local municipality, which is a part of the 

South Aegean administration. Every year, nearly two million travelers visit 

Rhodes for tourism (Fant et al 2003).

Rhodes and Marmaris share daily ferry services. Both sides, via their 

tourism agencies, have worked hard to improve the connections between the 

two.9 In 2015, the mayors of the two municipalities met to announce and sign a 

“brother/sister cities” agreement. To improve their bilateral economic relations, 

a project was prepared by the Marmaris Chamber of Commerce and the South 

Aegean Development Agency in 2015 to enhance the trade volume.10Addition-

ally, an economic flow has been in evidence in recent years, since the 2016 coup 

attempt in Turkey and the tenuous political situation whereby many entrepre-

neurs have moved to Rhodes and established Greek-based businesses.11 

3. Kastellorizo- Kaş
The Turkish city of Kas and the Greek island of Kastellorizo   have always 

had relations with each other. The Turkish province is full of beautiful Greek 

houses with bougainvillea, as before the population exchange in the 1920s, a 
significant part of the town was inhabited by Greeks. 

In the 1990s, a ferry service commenced between Kaş and Kastellorizo. 
An emblematic football match was enough to restart Turkish-Greek relations 

since 2005, every year12. Also, today more than 25,000 people a year travel by 

boat from one area to the other. As some locals say, “Every Friday, they visit 

our market to shop.”13Also, in 2019, the Antalya Metropolitan Municipality 

9 See https://tours.seadreams.gr/home; https://tours.seadreams.gr/home; http://www.mto.org.tr/
haberler/detay/945; https://iskra.gr/%CE%BF%CE%B9-%CE%B4%CF%89%CE%B4-%CE%BD%CE%AE%CF%
83%CE%B9%CE%BF%CE%B9-%CE%BA%CE%B1%CF%84%CE%AC- 

10 http://www.mto.org.tr/haberler/detay/945
11 http://www.mto.org.tr/haberler/detay/945
12 https://www.meiskasswim.com/ 
13 https://www.huffingtonpost.gr/entry/kas-kastelorizo-ekei-poe-ellenes-kai-toerkoi-einai-mia-oikoyeneia-

para-tis-diafores-ste-mesoyeio_gr_5f68c5b2c5b6b9795b146f8f
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and the Kaş Municipality organized the 14th International Meis (Kastello-

rizo)-Kaş Swimming Competition within the framework of the 21st Lycia 
Kaş Culture and Art Festival. Contestants swam from Kastellorizo to Kaş to 
promote friendship between the two countries.14

Image 4: “Meis-Kaş Open water swim event.”15

Yet, albeit it the strong connections of the three pairs, there are no effi-

cient initiative that accept the flows of a next-level local policy initiative for 
cooperation in the guise of an “Action Plan”. This conclusion was reached 

by employing the first three parts (describe, interpret, valuate) of the DIVE 

methodology while introducing and analyzing the three pairs. Therefore, the 

last part (enable) of DIVE methodology will both provide an understanding 

of the local problems and help offering policy suggestions. 

ACTION PLAN: SUGGESTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The development of an efficient management transboundary model be-

tween the “pairs through borders” paradigm that will be analyzed will result 

from this research. This multi-use concept that will be defined throughout the 

research will underpin the character of Maritime Spatial Planning at the Ae-

gean Sea as a creative social process of building attractive identities of the sea 

14 https://www.haberturk.com/antalya-haberleri/69825778-kasta-meis-acik-deniz-yuzme-yarisi-yapildi, 
Accessed April 28, 2021.

15 https://www.kas.bel.tr/kas39ta-meis-acik-deniz-yuzme-yarisi-yapildi.html, Accessed April 28, 2021.
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to create blue growth and new vocations. Maritime Spatial Planning also has 

a strong cultural dimension (Kyvelou and  Papageorgiou 2018).

To improve the socio-economic connections and flows between the 

“pairs,” there can be cross-border cooperation created under the Interreg 

Programme for European Territorial Cooperation (ETC). In Greece, numer-

ous “bilateral” Interreg cross-border cooperation projects were implemented 

during the last programming period (2014-2020) in order to strengthen the 

spatial cooperation in the European context, as well as with third countries.16 

In our case, we recommend the implementation of a “Cross-border Cooper-

ation Programme” between Greece and Turkey. This cooperation will create 

two main benefits:
1. Improvement of the cross-border cooperation between Greece and 

Turkey.

2. Encouragement of the integration of Turkey in EU policies.

Under the Interreg projects, both countries will have the opportunity to 

develop and promote the cultural heritage of the cross-border area, improving 

cross-border connectivity (such as reducing travel time, and improving road 

safety). An expanse of social entrepreneurship in the cross-border area will 
increase employment in social enterprises as well as the provision of social 

services to vulnerable communities. Additionally, both countries will enhance 

the tourist traffic in the border area by creating growth.

In order to sum up the main findings, it is curial to analyze main issues 

in a SWOT17 analysis. In the SWOT Analysis (Dyson 2004) below, the aim is 

to show the potential benefits and the barriers that could be created under an 

“Action Strategy Plan” between the “pairs”. Through the SWOT analysis, it 

is defined that a shared “Action Plan” between each pair would be effective 

or further development and cooperation.

16 Cross-border Cooperation Programme IPA INTERREG: “Greece –Albania 2014-2020, “Greece –The former 
Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia 2014-2020”, https://interreg.gr/en/managing-authority 

17 SWOT analysis is a strategic planning and strategic management tool that used to identify strengths, 
weaknesses, opportunities, and threats related project planning.
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Table 1: SWAT Analysis for Action Plan

Internal Environment Strengths Weaknesses

	 Common cultural 
issues
	 Socio-economic 
flows that still exists

	 Time needed to improve 
development and promotion 
of cultural heritage, tourism, 
business initiatives, travel 
opportunities and road safety 

External Environment Opportunities Threats

	 Territorial 
Cooperation
	 Economic 
development

	 Tenuous bilateral relations

In Table 1, the frame of the action plan is designed through instrumental-

izing SWOT analysis. Based on this table, the main and the broadest recom-

mendation in the policy level is an agreement that can be signed between each 

“pair” to implement cross-border cooperation on a local level based on an 

action plan. The action plan and its content will help determine the economic 

impact of all the identified “pairs through borders”; additionally, it can assist 

in assessing the added value that socio-economic flows bring to the tourism 

product of those areas. The Action Plan will provide the relevant background 

information for creating future investments in the target areas (see table 1). 

This deliverable could include the following:
•	 Area identification (location determination, administrative affiliation, 

geographical coordinates).

•	 Strategy governing interventions in coastal areas/inland areas (spatial 

framework, environmental framework, tourism development, invest-

ments).

•	 Market research (data of international tourism, data of Greek and 

Turkish tourism, data of tourism of the “pairs”).

•	 Projected budget for the Action Plan
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CONCLUDING NOTES

This study has emerged from our need to compensate for the academic 

deficit and our common observation and experience in “pairs” in recent 
years. The study discusses the Greek-Turkish pairs that have the potential 

to include their interaction at the local level, -low density in population but 

have a flow that should be considered. In this sense, although the action 

plan proposal focuses the three specific regions/pairs that the paper pres-

ents, it can be expanded and broadened to other cases in the Aegean and 
Mediterranean regions due to the holistic approach the paper introduces. 

These recommendations can contribute to local tourism/trade-oriented bud-

get planning and cooperation between municipalities (in areas such as the 

facilitation of transportation and visa procedures). Finally, this study could 

lead to an analysis of other pairs such as Kos-Bodrum, Rhodes-Fethiye, and 

Izmir-Samos (where the management of natural disasters could be included 

as an area of cooperation) and research for a survey of the policy makers of 

the identified “pairs”.
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Abstract

Language is the unprecedented way of creating a dialogue. It offers the elements that 
can lead to the creation of a powerful and meaningful conversation, not only between 
people speaking the same language, but also between people willing to communicate in 
a language that is different from their mother tongue. A human being and language are 
interconnected. Humans cannot live and flourish without their spoken languages because 
they function as the means of existing in society, while language is unable to survive and 
be positively promoted without being used daily by humans. This important relation be-
tween human nature and language is exactly what led us to try to provide an overview of 
the potential cultural approach offered by language teaching regarding Greece and Tur-
key. Through its words and phrases, language enables people to express their “being”. 
These words and phrases turn into culture and identity. Therefore, a language contains 
and conveys all the cultural nuances of its native speakers. This is the reason why one 
can understand a culture by only learning and speaking its native language. Because of 
this unique quality of language, people around the world are eager to learn and speak the 
languages of other nations. In a globalized world, it is crucial to learn English, French, 
and any other influential languages. But one cannot ignore the existence of neighborhood 
and diversified cultures. Considering the current not so optimistic period in Greek-Turk-
ish relations, our belief in the power of language, as a means of creating relations based 
on mutual understanding and cultural multilateralism, appears to be stronger.

Keywords: Language, Culture, trust-based Dialogue, Geography, Cooperation, 
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“Every story has its own beginning. It is up to you to draw its limits.”

INTRODUCTION

This essay’s vision is to offer a small introduction to the wide variety of 

the language-based cultural approach between Greece and Turkey. By focus-

ing on the numerous advantages of language learning procedure, we strongly 

believe that through culture-oriented trust-based dialogue, these two neigh-

boring countries can attain an extended level of cooperation. As an example 
of the creation of dialogue, one Greek and one Turkish citizen came together 

suddenly in a Youth Symposium and the whole story began. This is exactly 
the way how such cultural initiatives can lead to enormous promise for both 

peoples.  

First, this paper will focus on the importance of learning a foreign lan-

guage and its impact on the bilateral bridging between nations. Then, to make 

people realize the importance of dialogue, giving importance to storytelling 

plays a significant role. Next, this paper aims to show that the storytelling will 
help both peoples to realize the importance of being “neighbors”. Therefore, 

the next part of the paper will focus on the importance of transition from being 
globalized to the regional approach. In this manner, finally, the paper will pro-
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vide the reader the uniqueness of sharing similar values by giving examples 
from common phrases, expressions, and common words. 

The opportunities to understand each other are limitless. There is always 

a way to build bridges between hearts and minds.

THE IMPORTANCE OF LEARNING A FOREIGN LANGUAGE AND 
ITS IMPACT ON BILATERAL BRIDGING

Language is a strong cultural element that differentiates nations from 

each other. It reflects a country’s history and its social identity, Also, it char-

acterizes its people’s philosophy of life. Deoksoon Kim states that the success 

of learning a language depends on the extent to which one can realize the deep 
connection between language and culture (Kim 2020). Learning languages 

influences people in a positive way by broadening their horizons and by ex-

ercising their mind in understanding deeply linguistic elements. Although a 

language learning procedure reflects a cultural interaction between nations, it 

can easily create political and social outcomes. 

Learning a new language familiarizes people with the idea of co-existing 
with the different, the “other”. New words, new grammar rules, and vocabu-

lary variation introduce learners to a new way of thinking and understanding 

the world and its complicated contexts. Learning a new language lowers the 
barriers between different nations and prepares the ground for new forms of 

cooperation and multidimensional communication. 

Language is a way of expressing ideas, feelings and thoughts. Language 
is an authentic way of externalizing inner thoughts and impressions. Learning 
a language is a significant skill in a globalized world. A language can create a 

common future for two nations. It is considered to be the way of transferring 

mind to another world of thoughts and understanding. There is an inexplica-

ble power in choosing the right words and expressions while communicating 
through another language, because it shows that one can think in a way that is 

different from the one that he has been used to. Moreover, the ability to learn 

how to use the right expressions within the appropriate framework that facil-
itates communication and results into deeper conversations are crucial. This 
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is where friendships and potential professional collaborations based on true 

understanding can be created (Kim 2020).

Language learning is a matter of education and an indicator of how na-

tions are receptive to different cultures. Open-minded nations launch toler-

ance, increasing the possibilities of building a peaceful and non-violent geo-

political framework. In other words, diversity helps people to be more tolerant 

and understand other people’s principles/values, by being able to have access 

to an entirely new culture, and by learning to use its basic elements of commu-

nication. Diversity broadens people’s horizons by helping them identify the 

importance and the beauty of exploring the difference. Language creates the 
framework where people can fill in the gaps with productive dialogue and the 

interchange of ideas and feelings. Knowing someone’s mother tongue means 

that you are becoming a communicator of its philosophy of life and existence. 
The bridges could be more easily created automatically, and understanding 

can be more productively achieved. Language brings people together by mak-

ing them feel closer to each other. This is what today’s Greek-Turkish civil 

society needs. Therefore, language learning is a common ground for Greeks 

and Turks to know each other better to get rid of the prejudice and prejudg-

ments between both communities.

Both in Turkey and in Greece linguistic programs are responsible for 

introducing Greek learner Turkish people and Turkish learner Greek people 

into the respective language’s culture. These programs are in the service of 

intercultural approach from basic to advanced knowledge of grammar rules, 

vocabulary and right verbal and written expressions, as well as an introduc-

tion to each nation’s history and ethics. 

Both in Greece and in Turkey, there are great initiatives with the purpose 

to educate people to meet the different cultures and understand their founda-

tions. Kim argues that there are two interrelated dimensions. One is Cultur-

al-Historical Activity Theory (CHAT), which explains that learning languages 
integrates language and culture and contributes to the education process. The 

other one is that learning a language as an intercultural communication is a 

vision for rapprochement across differences catalyzed by language learning 

(Kim 2020).
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It is a fact that from very young ages, the learning of English consti-

tutes an important part of the Greek education system. Older children are 

also taught a second foreign language, having to choose between the most 

popular ones like French, German, Italian, and Spanish. The Turkish lan-

guage, with reference to the education of the country’s officially recognized 

minority, the Muslim minority in Thrace, is taught at all levels of education 

– pre-school, primary and secondary education. With regard to higher educa-

tion, considering their cultural identity, measures such as special quotas are 

legislatively institutionalized. In this way linguistic identity is being saved for 

the next generations, under the terms of the Treaty of Lausanne. The co-ex-

istence of Christians and Muslims in specific regions in Greece like Thrace, 

Athens, Thessaloniki results in an intercultural approach, as both to a certain 

extent can speak the respective languages to communicate more easily (Kui-
pers-Zandberg 2019).

The Greek education system does not include the Turkish language as 

a foreign language, but Greek school initiatives and cultural excursions to 
Turkey and more often to Istanbul, contribute to the intercultural approach in 

general, reflecting Greece’s perspective towards Turkish-Greek approaches. 

Also, emphasis should be placed on cultural initiatives, such as music con-

certs and Greek poetry conferences, held by Zografyon Lykeio in İstanbul 
in cooperation with the Mandoulides schools in Thessaloniki under the ae-

gis of the Ecumenical Patriarchate, where apart from their educational as-

pect and impact, solidarity, cultural diversity, and interstate communication 

based on peaceful co-existence reflect some of the remarkable initiatives in 
the Greek-Turkish context (Mandoulides Schools n.d.).

Just as the learning of Turkish is not included in the Greek education 

system, the learning of Greek is not included in the Turkish education system. 

However, TÖMER, which provides language course services within Ankara 

University, offers 13 different language course services. One of these lan-

guages is Greek. According to information provided by TÖMER staff, while 

there was interest in the courses until 2010, the interest decreased after 2011. 

The courses were reopened as of 2020, because of the interest of the Turkish 

Armed Forces - General Staff (TÖMER 2021).
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TÖMER was established in 1984 by Ankara University under the name 

of “Turkish Teaching Center (TÖMER)”, taking the world’s leading language 

and cultural centers as an example, in order to teach Turkish to foreigners. 
TÖMER’s name was changed to “Turkish and Foreign Language Application 

and Research Center” in 2011. TÖMER started as the first and only institution 

teaching Turkish as a foreign language in the 1980s.

There are three state universities which either have Contemporary Greek 

Language and Literature Departments, or as one of the offered foreign lan-

guages at their School of Foreign Languages. These universities are Ankara 

University, İstanbul University and Trakya (Thrace) University, as well as 
Boğaziçi University and Kadir Has University (Kadir Has University, n.d.). 
Higher education’s interest in teaching Greek Language reflects Turkey’s 

willingness to contribute to intercultural dialogue. 

Besides the universities, there is one more institution to learn Greek 

which is called Dilmer. Like Dilmer’s other departments, the “communica-

tive approach and method”, one of the modern language teaching approaches 

and methods, of which the validity and efficiency has been proven around 

the world, is applied in the language teaching activities of the Greek De-

partment. The aim of this method is to provide the student with four basic 

language skills known as “listening comprehension”, “speaking”, “reading 

comprehension” and “writing”, without neglecting grammar and using it as a 

tool (Dilmer, n.d.). Cooperation between Sismanogleio Megaro, based on the 

promises of the Greek Consulate General in Istanbul and Dilmer Language 

School has also been initiated. Besides, Sismanoglio Megaro (n.d.) offers free 

Greek language courses to the Turkish public, supported by the Stavros Niar-

chos Foundation and the Bodossaki Foundation, both based in Athens. At the 

end of each academic year, students are able to take the language exam and 
receive a Greek Language Learning Certificate.  Sismanogleio Megaro is the 

only officially recognized Greek Language Learning Center in Turkey.       

The teaching of Turkish is included in Greek higher education curricula, 

either as a part of the offered foreign languages for students to choose as elec-

tives, especially those studying political science and international relations, or 

as core courses of the curricula of Turkish studies-oriented Faculties.
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Faculty of Turkish Studies and Modern Asian Studies, National and 

Kapodistrian University of Athens, School of Economics and Political 

Sciences: The first field of specialization (Turkish Studies) offers the chance 

to students to acquire deep knowledge of the Turkish language (both verbal 

and written -especially morphology, syntax, vocabulary- as well as Turkish 
literature), and Turkish history and culture in general. This Faculty focuses 

exclusively on the geopolitical role of Turkey. The aim is to broaden the level 
of understanding of researchers and students, of Turkey’s economic, political, 

and social system as well as its cultural identity. The Faculty maintains strong 

relationships with educational organizations in Turkey so as to bring together 

both scientific communities especially through the participation in the Eras-

mus programs and bilateral agreements with Turkish universities. Around 60 

students enroll in the program annually (National and Kapodistrian Universi-

ty of Athens, n.d.). 

Turkish and Middle Eastern Studies Department, University of Cy-

prus. It constitutes one of the few university programs in Europe focused on 

a Turkish studies-oriented education. It offers academic knowledge concern-

ing an overview of Turkish language learning, Ottoman and Turkish History, 

language, and linguistics. It emphasizes the research and the promotion of 

Turkish language not only at the communicational level, but also as a means 

of approaching and evaluating Turkish bibliography and multiple sources 

(University of Cyprus, n.d.).

Department of Balkan, Slavic and oriental Studies, University of 

Macedonia: The study of the Turkish language is one of 5 foreign languag-

es taught in this program. Apart from language learning, interstate relations 

between Balkan states as well as the Middle East and Greece are prioritized 

thereby offering a wide range of academic knowledge concerning history, 

economics, politics, culture of the region’s states as well of their foreign poli-

cy and international context (University of Macedonia, n.d.). 

Department of Language, Literature and Culture of the Black Sea 

Countries, Democritus University of Thrace: The program’s main aim is to 

positively promote the language, history, culture, literature of the countries of 

the Black Sea region (Democritus University of Thrace, n.d.).
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Department of Mediterranean, Faculty of Humanities, University of 

The Aegean: The Turkish language is one of the three Mediterranean lan-

guages (together with Arabic and Hebrew) offered to students. It aims to in-

troduce students to the language rules, by emphasizing on everyday dialogues 

and useful expressions (University of the Aegean, n.d.).

Department of Foreign Languages, Translation and Interpreting, Io-

nian University: The Turkish language is offered as the third elective foreign 

language available to students interested in widening their language learning 

horizons as part of their field of study (Ionian University, n.d.). 

IANAP, “is a vocational training center which was founded in 2007”, 

which in cooperation with the Lifelong Learning Programs of the University 

of the Aegean, offers online certificate Turkish courses based on the units 

below, under the framework of Education Center and Lifelong Learning (IA-

NAP, n.d.).

● Γνωριμία με την Τουρκική Γλώσσα: Türk dili ile ilk tanışma – Intro-

duction to the Turkish language.

● Καθημερινότητα: Günlük hayat - Everyday life.

● Το κοντινό μας περιβάλλον: Yakın çevremiz - Our environment.

● Μια φορά και έναν καιρό:  Bir varmış bir yokmuş - Once upon a time.

The study of the Turkish language is certificated in Greece by Turkish 

universities and Institutions Diplomas, as well as by the Greek State:

Ankara University TÖMER: Founded in 1984, it aims to teach Turkish 

to foreigners by patterning leading language and culture centers of the world 

(TÖMER, n.d.). 

Istanbul University: Istanbul University’s language center offers the 

chance for Turkish language learning through modern approaches and meth-

ods. Istanbul University Language Center is one of the oldest units of the 

university. The department, which was founded in 1933 under the name of 

the “School of Foreign Languages” in the Faculty of Letters, was renamed 

“Department of Foreign Languages” in 1983, before finally being renamed to 

Istanbul University Language Center (Istanbul University, n.d.).
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Dilmer Language School: Dilmer Language School offers certified 

Turkish courses, also organizing online private group courses and private les-

sons online, with the aim to create multiple skills such as reading, oral, listen-

ing and writing comprehension and expression to a standard and competitive 
level (Dilmer, n.d.).

Greek National Foreign Language exams on Turkish: The Faculty of 

Turkish Studies and Modern Asian Studies at the National and Kapodistrian 

University of Athens, in conformity with the relevant decision of the Greek 

Ministry of Education and Religious Affairs, Culture and Sports, is responsi-

ble for the certified Turkish language exams since November 2009 (National 
and Kapodistrian University of Athens, n.d.).

Institute for Balkan Studies: This Institute, well known as IMXA, is in-

terested in Balkan Peninsula studies and in deep understanding of the interac-

tions and relations with other parts of the world. It is an authorized examina-

tion center for internationally recognized language diplomas. In cooperation 

with Ankara University TÖMER (and other relevant university departments), 

it organizes a Turkish language examination procedure. At the same time, 
since 2019, it serves as the Official Language Certification Institution recog-

nized by ASEP (the Supreme Council for Civil Personnel Selection) (Institute 

for Balkan Studies, n.d.).  

The extremely challenging work environment and the decreasing job op-

portunities highlight the need to create new potential work paths or deepen 

the existing ones. The fields of education that address the respective cultures 
in both countries could serve this aim. History, politics, sociology, economy, 

and management are fields of study that have gain important and increasing 

interest among students. By bringing people together new professional mira-

cles can also be created and take place.

The various Erasmus programs hold an important place in the field of ed-

ucational and cultural exchanges of students and professors. Bilateral agree-

ments between universities are enablers and create the environment where 

people from different countries can meet each other, will be classmates, and 

debate on a wide variety of topics related to the economy, society, politics, and 

art. The interchange of ideas serves the deeper understanding of perspectives 
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and finally, by having brought people together, it can enlighten the potential 

areas of cooperation beyond the personal friendships that can develop. These 

programs built a common future for young and future generations by provid-

ing a fundamental basis for the positive promotion of cultural initiatives.

The Department of European Educational Programs of Aristotle Uni-

versity of Thessaloniki (n.d.) monitors several agreements between Aristotle 

University and:
● Ankara University - Department of Theology,

● Gazi University - Department of Law,

● Istanbul University - Department of Law, Department. Of Medicine, 

Department of Theatre, Faculty of Biology,

● Özyeğin University - Department of Law, 
● Yeni Yüzyıl University - Department of Law,
● Altınbaş University - Department of Law,
● Bahçeşehir University - Department of Preschool Education and Ed-

ucation Sciences,

● Mimar Sinan Fine Arts University - Department of Architecture,

● Istanbul Technical University - Faculty of Architecture, Faculty of 

Civil Engineering,

● TED University - Faculty of Architecture,

● Boğaziçi University - Faculty of Civil Engineering, Department of 
Political Sciences,

● Ege University - Faculty of Agriculture,

● Yeditepe University - School of Physical Education and Sports Sci-

ence.

As we can see, under the framework of European programs, there is an 

extremely important opportunity that allows for the positive promotion of 
many cultural initiatives and interaction between higher education institutions 

of the two countries. In many of these universities’ Turkish language learning 

and Greek language learning is included in the curriculum.
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The National and Kapodistrian University of Athens (n.d.) also has rele-

vant bilateral agreements with Turkish Universities. These include: 
● Yeditepe University - English Language and Literature Department,

● Dokuz Eylül University - Department of Geology and Geo-environ-

ment, 

● Hacettepe University - Department of Media and Communication,

● Izmir University of Economics - Department of Media and Commu-

nication,

● Middle East Technical University (METU) - Department of History 

and Archeology,

● Bogazici University - Department of History and Archeology,

● Ankara University - Political Sciences and Public Administration.

Keeping the previous in mind, reference to all the bilateral agreements 

between smaller respective Universities, as well as other European programs, 

such as Erasmus+ International, Erasmus+ Traineeship, Erasmus Mundus 

Studies, in both countries shouldn’t lack mentioning.

THE NECESSITY OF HAVING A STORY TO TELL/NARRATE TO 
PEOPLE

Human relations are characterized by a variety of stories. Stories are 

attractive because they include powerful meanings. Language plays an im-

portant role in every aspect of human communication and interaction. Con-

sciously or unconsciously, we communicate, we express ourselves through 
the use of words. In other words, it appears to be the means of communication 

and the exchange of ideas between people.

Almost two years ago, Chrysanthi and Hazel first met in Kavala as room-

mates, during the 5th Greek-Turkish Young Leaders Symposium (GTYLS), 

organized by the Center of International and European Studies at Kadir Has 

University, and kindly supported by the Friedrich Naumann Foundation for 

Freedom (Turkey Office), in December 2019. Here is how we planted the 

seeds of our friendship. Here is how educational initiatives and enhanced co-
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operation between respective organizations can result in what we may call 

cultural bridging. Chrysanthi is very fluent in Turkish, and it is obvious that 

she had a gift for learning languages easily. Hazel also has an interest in learn-

ing languages. Recently, she is polishing her German. Especially since they 

met, Hazel tried to learn Greek when she returned to Ankara. Of course, it one 

should not ignore the songs they knew from both sides! Here they are after 

two of first getting together. 

This brings them to their purpose, everything they plan which is to fight 

against prejudices, as well as their vision and perspectives for the future of 

Greek-Turkish relations. They believe that they will challenge the existing 
state of play between two countries. To make a long story short, we believe in 

thinking differently and our friendship will grow with our efforts to spread it 

to the bilateral relationship between Greece and Turkey.

Although Greek for Turks and Turkish for Greeks may not always be the 

first choice of learning a new language, we would like to show how learning 

each other’s language could lead to tremendous results of cooperation and 

productive cultural dialogue.

Words carry a huge importance in everyday life. That is why language could 

function as a way to establish trust between nations, strong bonds of friendship, 

economic cooperation, cultural interdependence, and, ultimately, peace.

Their friendship started in the framework of a Symposium on security held 

in Kavala, prioritizing developments in the region where Turkey and Greece 

co-exist. Bringing new young leaders together increases the possibilities of 
making people that come from different cultures understand the powerful in-

fluence of interaction in sharing common experiences and creating bridges. In a 
world full of challenging situations, pessimistic predictions, and individualism, 

what needs to be achieved is the creation of stories with powerful meanings 

of understanding and communication between people from different cultures. 

Survival can be achieved only in the framework of cooperation.

While Chrysanhti and Hazel were talking about learning each other’s 

language, there had only one name on their mind, Herkül Millas. Herkül Mil-

las was born in Ankara in 1940. He completed his higher education at Robert 
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College in 1965. He took part in the student movement in the 1960s. He set-

tled in Athens in 1971. He translated from Greek to Turkish, the works of 

poets such as Ritsos, Seferis, Elitis, and others. During these years, he com-

pleted his doctorate in Political Science. His books and articles on Turk-

ish-Greek relations and mutual perceptions were published in Turkish, Greek 

and English in various countries. He was one of the founders of Ankara Uni-

versity’s Faculty of Language, History and Geography and a lecturer in the 

Department of Contemporary Greek Literature.

Besides his academic titles, Millas was also one of the producers of a docu-

mentary entitled “The Other Town” (Third World News Reel, n.d.). In the docu-

mentary there are two towns, one is Turkish and the other one is Greek. None of 

the residents of both villages have ever met residents from the other village. The 

point of the documentary was to understand the perceptions towards each other. 

Herkül Millas says that Turks and Greek have no idea about each other. They 

do not have any idea about their lives and even existence (Mülkiyeliler Birliği 
2021). Therefore, it was impossible to make a comparison between these two vil-

lages. However, the villagers felt hostility because of the stories about each other. 

The only common link was their prejudice and not knowing about each other. 

Misperceptions can lead two nations not to properly understand each other. In 

the microcosm of the two towns, this was amply portrayed. Herkül Millas was 

asked if Turks and Greeks were like each other. He is not fond of the question as 

he suggests that the Turks themselves do not much about themselves and other 

Turks and the same applies to Greeks. Therefore, it 

is impossible for us to expect a concrete answer to 
this question, stated Millas (2021).

Herkül Millas (2021) provided an invaluable 

gift to the Turks and Greeks in a form of a book 

on common Greek and Turkish words, expressions, 
and proverbs. The book, which was first published 

in Greece in 1992, contains 4600 words in Turkish 

and Greek. There are also around 1300 common id-

ioms and proverbs in the book. In 2012, the book 

was also published in Turkish.

 

 

Ankara University’s Faculty of Language, History and Geography and a lecturer in the 
Department of Contemporary Greek Literature. 

Besides his academic titles, Millas was also one of the producers of a 
documentary entitled “The Other Town” (Third World News Reel, 
n.d.). In the documentary there are two towns, one is Turkish and the 
other one is Greek. None of the residents of both villages have ever 
met residents from the other village. The point of the documentary 
was to understand the perceptions towards each other. Herkül Millas 
says that Turks and Greek have no idea about each other. They do not 
have any idea about their lives and even existence (Mülkiyeliler 
Birliği 2021). Therefore, it was impossible to make a comparison 
between these two villages. However, the villagers felt hostility 
because of the stories about each other. The only common link was 
their prejudice and not knowing about each other. Misperceptions can 
lead two nations not to properly understand each other. In the 

microcosm of the two towns, this was amply portrayed. Herkül Millas was asked if Turks and 
Greeks were like each other. He is not fond of the question as he suggests that the Turks 
themselves do not much about themselves and other Turks and the same applies to Greeks. 
Therefore, it is impossible for us to expect a concrete answer to this question, stated Millas 
(2021). 

Herkül Millas (2021) provided an invaluable gift to the Turks and Greeks in a form of a book on 
common Greek and Turkish words, expressions, and proverbs. The book, which was first 
published in Greece in 1992, contains 4600 words in Turkish and Greek. There are also around 
1300 common idioms and proverbs in the book. In 2012, the book was also published in Turkish. 

Recently, the Orhan Kemal Novel Award, one of the most renowned Turkish literary awards, 
named after the great novelist Orhan Kemal, went to Herkül Millas with his novel “Family 
Tomb” published by Doğan Kitap in 2021. 

We strongly believe that our friendship can work as a tangible example of how relations between 
the two countries can be built in the future. 

 

From Globalization to A Neighboring Nations Approach 

A neighboring nations’ approach is a means of promoting peace in the space where Turkey and 
Greece exist. Security is not only geopolitical, and it not only addresses the political relations 
between governments; it also addresses the cultural dimension. Neighboring nations, especially 
Greece and Turkey, are characterized by multiple types of relations that include both tensions and 
conflicts as well as periods of strong cooperation and productive dialogue. Language learning is 
part of cultural diplomacy and constitutes a soft power. Bringing people together can challenge 
the fear of meeting someone different while simultaneously, it can lead people away from each 
other.  

The key lies in creating opportunities. By giving people the opportunity to interact productively 
in a cultural framework can lead to enormous positive effects for civil society. Kim notices that, 
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Recently, the Orhan Kemal Novel Award, one of the most renowned 

Turkish literary awards, named after the great novelist Orhan Kemal, went 

to Herkül Millas with his novel “Family Tomb” published by Doğan Kitap 

in 2021.

We strongly believe that our friendship can work as a tangible example 
of how relations between the two countries can be built in the future.

FROM GLOBALIZATION TO A NEIGHBORING NATIONS APPROACH

A neighboring nations’ approach is a means of promoting peace in the 

space where Turkey and Greece exist. Security is not only geopolitical, and 
it not only addresses the political relations between governments; it also ad-

dresses the cultural dimension. Neighboring nations, especially Greece and 

Turkey, are characterized by multiple types of relations that include both ten-

sions and conflicts as well as periods of strong cooperation and productive 

dialogue. Language learning is part of cultural diplomacy and constitutes a 

soft power. Bringing people together can challenge the fear of meeting some-

one different while simultaneously, it can lead people away from each other. 

The key lies in creating opportunities. By giving people the opportunity 

to interact productively in a cultural framework can lead to enormous pos-

itive effects for civil society. Kim notices that, by being respectful to other 

voices, while interacting with them in the framework of a language learning 

procedure, and ultimately critically approaching them, intercultural commu-

nication can be more easily achieved (Kim 2020). What we achieve by offer-

ing opportunities is the active participation of both citizens and civil society 

entities. Why do we believe that creating opportunities is crucial?  Increasing 

unemployment, daunting economic and pandemic crises, challenging work 

environments, and geopolitical uncertainty are some of the most important 

issues challenging both societies nowadays. Creating chances between na-

tions may be one of the solutions that will keep the communication channels 

open even during difficult periods in their relationship. Language appears to 

be that fertile ground, where opportunities, especially for the young genera-

tion, can be widely created and positively promoted. Learning the language 
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of a different culture appears to be capable of destroying the prejudices that 

one might harbor about the other and creates the preconditions and the frame-

work for people to act and react even as co-workers. Opportunities a future 

focused, hence creating an opportunity can lead to growing positive effects 

in the near future. Opportunities can be created even during periods where 

political instability, characterizing the geopolitical landscape, prevails. This 

is where civil society is still able to act as a balancer. This is possible because 

language creates communalities and emphasizes the importance of moving 

beyond international conflicts and rivalries. 

PHRASES AND EXPRESSIONS OF WISDOM

“Learning a foreign language, and the culture that goes with it, is one 

of the most useful things we can do to broaden the empathy and imag-

inative sympathy and cultural outlook of children”, (Michael Gove)

Broadening empathy increases people’s ability to create strong relation-

ships based on the deep understanding of another human being’s feelings and 

thoughts. Empathy constitutes an important element that exercises a human’s 
ability to be aware of and sensitive to other people’s way of thinking and 

feeling. In a world full of individualism, being able to look at someone else’s 

philosophies of life can be redemptive. Learning a language appears to be the 

means of lowering barriers between different cultures and finally bringing 

them together. Language creates intimacy and a surprising level of sympathy.  

“Language is the road map of culture. It tells you where its people 

come from and where they are going” (Rita Mae Brown) 

Language shows history by reflecting the past but also creates the future. 

By learning each nation’s language humans can be a part, not only of its his-

tory, by also of its future by communicating and cooperating widely. 

“Without language one cannot talk to people and understand them. 

One cannot share their hopes and aspirations, grasp their history, 

appreciate their poetry, or savor their songs” (Nelson Mandela)

People learn widely spoken languages such as English because it of its 

lingua franca reach. There are many other regional languages that neighbors 
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can learn. By learning them and by learning them, they can create viable re-

lationships with their neighbors and, ultimately, help in achieving regional 

security. Undoubtedly, security is not only political or military; it is also cul-

tural. Without language it is impossible to create a healthy dialogue. Without 

language it is impossible to communicate and know each other better. It goes 

without saying that without desire to learn another’s language, communica-

tion channels do not stay open for long.

“Cultural differences should not separate us from each other, but 

rather cultural diversity brings a collective strength that can bene-

fit all of humanity. Intercultural dialogue is the best guarantee of a 

more peaceful, just and sustainable world” (Robert Alan) 

At first glance, the complicated geopolitical context, as well as cultural 
diversity discourage intercultural understanding. Albeit the chaotic abyss of a 

variety of cultural characteristics, historical and political interaction, there is 

strength in bringing together people from different cultures. It is the respect 

to the difference, the solidarity, the common target that enables us to achieve 

peace and progress, finally resulting in a more just world.

“A nation’s culture resides in the hearts and in the souls of its peo-

ple” (Mahatma Gandhi) 

Language is one of the key elements of a nation’s culture. By being will-

ing to know what a nation’s culture reflects and represents means that people 

become more willing to know about what their heart and soul desire. This 

willingness opens new doors for opportunities.

“Difference is the essence of humanity. Difference is an accident of 

birth and it should therefore never be the source of hatred or con-

flict. The answer to the difference is to respect it. Therein lies a most 

fundamental principle of peace: respect for diversity” (John Hume)

The answer to difference is “located” in respect, trust and solidarity, the 

absence of which nations are having to cope with during this complicated 

crisis-laden period. Respect is about the first step to bridging people from 

different cultures. Learning foreign languages is the proof of believing in in-

tercultural power.
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“Keep your language. Love its sounds, its modulation, its rhythm. 

But try to match together with men of different languages, remote 

from your own, who wish like you for a more just and human world” 

(Hélder Câmara)

Always refer to your origins, never forget where you come from because 

that is what makes you who you are. The past constitutes useful information 

helping people to define what kind of future they want. Showing respect to 

your cultural identity is essential for a healthy personal development and a 

balanced character. Never close the door to people that are, at first glance, 

different, holding a different national and cultural identity, because the need 

for a human-oriented world presupposes the presence of people who believe 

in the power of communication. Keeping your language but at the same time 

keeping your mind wide open to new linguistic experiences is a matter of 
choice, hence the relevance of being receptive to others.  

Apart from the aforementioned phrases and expressions, two common 
proverbs in Turkish and Greek present great interest. In particular,

“Bir dil bir insan, iki dil iki insan.” 

(in Turkish)

“Ο άνθρωπος που γνωρίζει μία ξένη γλώσσα αξίζει όσο δύο.” 

(in Greek)

“A man who knows one foreign language is worth two men.”  

(the English translation)

This linguistic communality expresses the common way of approaching 
the issue of existing cultural advantages, that are hidden in the foreign lan-

guage learning procedure. There is great importance in widely evaluating and 

appreciating language learning skills and cultural bridging.

SHARED WORDS IN GREEK AND TURKISH

Although these two languages originate from different language fami-

lies, they are bound by many similarities in the meaning and the use of their 

words, phrases, and vocabulary. Words become phrases, and phrases carry 

meaning and express ideas. 
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The existence of common words in two languages contributes to the 
increasing understanding between their people. Moreover, it prepares the 

ground for productive conversation and positive dialogue. Similar meanings 

help people understand what others think in a more exact and comprehensive 
way. As a result, undoubtedly, relations between the can be more easily built. 

This happens because common words break the ice and create a pleasant en-

vironment. 

The two nations have shared historical interactions and, as a result, they 

have many things in common. One of them is shared words. These words are 

powerful because they can be considered as a potential field of interaction. 

Words deriving from Greek or Turkish constitute a part of each linguistic 

history and structure. 

Greeks and Turks are being represented as enemies and historical rival-

ries have prevented two countries from building trust-based relationships. To 

one extent this corresponds to reality. This is because the challenging geo-

graphical context with increasing foci of war, political instability, climate 
change challenges, and multiple regional conflicts as well as the need to sur-

vive after an unprecedented pandemic crisis, lead relationships to a standstill.

This is where civil society appears and where cultural approaches takes 

using can create bridges between the two countries’ people. One of its pow-

erful elements is exactly the communalities that the two languages appear to 
share to this today. Common words can work as a realization of the fact that 

culture is a potential and significant area of understanding. 

CONCLUSION

The purpose of this essay is to demonstrate the need to realize that one 

of the healthiest ways to fight prejudices and differences, that derive from 

historical and political conflicts between two countries, is to highlight the 

communalities. Apart from the practical linguistic communalities and shared 

interactions throughout history, communalities can be easily built and con-

structed. We strongly believe that there is still hope and enough space for 

extensive communication. A common dialogue framework can be found in 
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the broader field of economic cooperation and tourism, as well as in culture 

and art. Also, it can be found in the process of creating opportunities in the 

wider geographical area. When people can communicate, they come to the re-

alization that cultural interaction can lead to strong friendships and productive 

areas of dialogue.

Our aim is to reach the public’s heart and mind. Our story reflects the 

wide variety of opportunities for peaceful development in the geography, where 

Greece and Turkey exist. We believe that “simplicity is the ultimate sophistica-

tion”; in other words, being simple helps us to achieve strong connections with 

others. It contributes to a deeper understanding of their needs, concerns, fears, 

and thoughts, in general. Being simple means to use your heart and mind, with-

out thinking about the historical conflicts, while the willingness to meet people 

from different cultures is the starting point of the relationship.

The reason why we have invested in this short commentary in support of 

a cultural approach based on linguistic power is that we believe in a world that 

is “human-centered” with a strong essence of trust-based dialogue. For this to 

be achieved, people need to create stories with each other, something that can 

only be done in interaction with each other. This is how we understand the 

perspectives of the future Greek-Turkish relationship. Since social reality is 

constructed, ley us construct our reality based on respect and solidarity. Lan-

guage learning can construct our relations which are the only elements and 

key words to understand our differences and show respect for them, to create 

healthy societies.

Our world is rapidly changing, and the emergence of new dramatic and 

pressing challenges can only be addressed through increased cooperation. 

The Greek-Turkish rivalry influences bilateral relations. The recent tensions 

between the two countries, to a certain extent, make our vision a bit more 
difficult to realize. Our aim is to underline that if we do not meet each other, 

we will not be able to build a common future. We understand that political 

dialogue may not always be effective, but here is where contemporary civil 

society bears a heavier responsibility, because it has the opportunity through 

numerous educational and cultural activities to contribute to understanding 

and cooperation. 
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In the words of a Chinese proverb, “To learn a language is to have one 

more window from which to look at the world”.

Learning each other’s language constitutes a mandatory basis for the 

people of both countries to understand each other and to create a more prom-

ising future between neighbors. 

“Because with languages you are at home anywhere.” (Flora Lewis)
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